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Abstract 
The lack of women leaders in higher education and more specifically Christian higher education 
has been a concern for some time (Beeny et al., 2005; Haley & Jaeger, 2012; Kellerman & Rode, 
2014; Longman & Anderson, 2016; Shepherd, 2017). While the number of women leaders in the 
field continues to grow, the specific experience of women leaders in student affairs has been 
largely unexplored. This case study examined the experience of 13 senior women student affairs 
leaders as they navigated and negotiated their career path within evangelical Christian colleges. 
The study explored how the shared culture of evangelical Christian colleges (their values and 
organizational dynamics) shaped how women leaders constructed their identities as student 
affairs professionals. Three themes emerged from the findings: calling, juxtaposition of gender 
norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. By applying feminist theory and 
Eagly and Carli’s (2007) labyrinth metaphor and women’s leadership framework to the findings, 
the benefits and challenges of leading as a woman in a Christian college setting were examined. 
Illuminating the story of this group of women leaders uncovered implications for graduate 
programs, executive leadership at Christian colleges, and women leaders in student affairs, along 
with recommendations for future research.  
 Keywords: gender, leadership, student affairs, Christian higher education, calling, sexism 
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Called to Lead: Women Leaders in Student Affairs  
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
All too often the narrative of women in leadership starts with the belief that they were 
lucky to get there. If a woman leads, then she did not get there by her own skill, ability, wisdom, 
or agency. According to Lipsitz Bem (1993), “the burden of proof is on each individual female to 
demonstrate to herself and to others why she in particular should be seen as either competent or 
deserving” (p. 158) of their leadership position. The question becomes: is this the whole story or 
are there women writing counter-narratives in which they lead with confidence (Nicholson & 
Pasque, 2011; Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011)?  
In my own experience, I have often attributed any career advancement to luck. A thread 
of disbelief runs as an undercurrent alongside the fact that someone entrusted me to lead. I worry 
that eventually I will be “found out" and dismissed in disgrace. When things become difficult, 
any feelings of agency or ability to create change feels precarious. If you lead by chance or 
because someone had mercy on you and gave you a job, then taking a risk is hard. It becomes 
easy to believe when fighting against the imposter syndrome that the “lucky” thing may not 
happen again. You find it hard to believe your skill and effort will result in further leadership or 
responsibility. You also work very hard to make sure that the luck holds.  
Colleagues and classmates share similar stories about feeling stuck, unsure, or anxious 
about navigating a career in higher education. With startling regularity, news media and journal 
articles highlight the challenge women and people of color face in combating the effects of the 
imposter phenomenon as students (Gibson-Beverley & Schwartz, 2008; Gottlieb et al., 2020; 
Haskins et al., 2019; Ramsey & Brown, 2018), as faculty (Bahn, 2014; Griffin et al., 2014) and 
as deans (Gluckman, 2017). Even as higher education leadership grows more diverse, research 
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on women leaders focuses on the leaky pipeline of women administrators and faculty (Kellerman 
& Rode, 2014; Nguyen, 2013; Shepherd, 2017), the lack of women leaders within particular 
fields such as STEM and medicine (Magrane et al., 2012) and the trajectory of women presidents 
(Hill & Wheat, 2017; Longman & Anderson, 2016; Oikelome, 2017). The student affairs 
pipeline and the few women leaders within it gets consigned to the sideline (Beeny et al., 2005; 
Duffy, 2010; Haley & Jaeger, 2012).   
 The reasons vary for why fewer women than men lead in student affairs. Every woman in 
the field carries a story about why she chose the profession, her hopes and dreams, and what 
helps or hinders her professional journey. I have one of those stories. I “leaked,” or left the field 
after graduating from and working at an evangelical Christian institution. I stepped outside 
higher education and pursued other opportunities partly due to the lack of support I received 
within the institution. As a new professional, I struggled to reconcile what I knew to be the right 
thing for our students and the practices of our department. Conflict with my professional setting 
bumped up against my expectations of how people of faith should act. I quickly realized I did not 
fit the community or the work. So I left.  
 Along the way, I created a career within non-profit organizations and learned about youth 
development. I applied what I knew about college students to a new population of young people. 
After almost a decade, I started to find my way back to higher education through working at a 
non-profit that supported underrepresented college students. During that experience, I balanced 
an insider-outsider perspective as I believe wholeheartedly a college education can change lives, 
and I also understood too many colleges failed their students. That experience, along with my 
doctoral studies, acted as a springboard for me to step back into working within an institution. 
Currently, I work for a religiously-affiliated college where a diversity of faith traditions are 
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celebrated alongside a commitment to the liberal arts tradition. Working within such diverse 
types of organizations and institutions helped me to discover the strengths and challenges of each 
context and what that means for an individual’s leadership journey.  
Looking back, I wonder what my career might have been had I stayed within a Christian 
institution. What if I found a place at that particular college to be my authentic self? What if I 
received support to pursue my desire to lead and be a dean of students? What if I was nurtured to 
lead, rather than nipped in the bud? For every story like mine, someone else tells the opposite: 
the story of a woman who found her voice and navigated her way as a leader within a Christian 
college.  
The context of evangelical Christian higher education played a significant role in my 
experience. I value my faith and have always been interested in how it shapes identity, 
particularly for women. The role of women and leadership continues to be debated within 
evangelical Christianity even as women outnumber men attending evangelical Christian colleges 
(Longman & Anderson, 2016). These institutions also send conflicting messages about the 
appropriateness of women as leaders even as they educate women to be business leaders, 
educators, artists, social workers, doctors, lawyers, and the like. For the women who work within 
those institutions as presidents, deans, senior student affairs officers, faculty members, and 
program directors, how do they understand what it means to be a woman and a leader?  What are 
the gender dynamics at play in their interactions with students, colleagues, and senior leadership?  
Much of the literature regarding women within Christian higher education centers on how 
they balance family and professional identities (Dahlvig, 2013; Dindoffer et al., 2011). Joeckel 
and Chesnes (2009) found that women faculty members at Christian colleges lagged behind their 
male counterparts with regard to scholarship and lower morale due to gender disparities. Dahlvig 
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(2013) uncovered the complicated relationships women leaders at Christian colleges navigated 
with spouses and families while struggling with imposter syndrome and expressions of more 
transformational and androgynous leadership styles. Dahlvig et al. (2016) highlighted how an 
evangelical worldview aligned with a more hierarchical and patriarchal perspective which 
limited women’s leadership potential.  
These studies suggest that knowing how to navigate the particular context of Christian 
higher education matters, especially for women. The few women leaders within Christian 
institutions also mean that most of these qualitative studies have small numbers of participants 
(four to sixteen) across all areas of the institution (academic, financial, operational, presidential, 
etc.). The experience of student affairs professionals gets wrapped into the larger conversation of 
women leaders within Christian higher education simply because there are so few of them. 
Longman and Anderson (2016) reported 31% of Christian colleges have more than one woman 
holding the role of vice president or higher, but most served as the Chief Academic Officer or in 
enrollment management, rather than student affairs. These women also face “sanctified sexism” 
(Longman & Anderson, 2016, p. 29) which reinforces traditional gender roles as reflecting God’s 
purpose for women. Yet in these same institutions, few women lead student affairs departments 
even though the roles focus on the care and nurturing of students which aligns with traditional 
gender roles and norms for women (Dahlvig & Beers, 2018).  
Today, my professional goal centers on my role as a student affairs educator and 
someone who wants to develop the next generation of student affairs leaders. One critical aspect 
to developing leaders is understanding how people navigate their careers not just at the 
beginning, but all along the way. As a woman and a product of evangelical Christian higher 
education, I am particularly interested in that context. To plug the leaking pipeline and retain 
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women leaders within Christian higher education, administrators, presidents, and boards need to 
understand the factors which influence women’s choice to stay in the field, take on more 
responsibility, or to leave. Women simply cannot afford to lose the investment of their time, 
talent, and resources by leaving a career in student affairs. Christian colleges lose by having 
fewer women lead and serve their institutions. Even more importantly, our students lose if fewer 
women stay in the field.  
Research Issue 
  This case study centered on examining the experience of women student affairs leaders 
as they navigate and negotiate their career path within evangelical Christian colleges. The study 
explored how the shared culture of evangelical Christian colleges (their values and 
organizational dynamics) shaped how women leaders constructed their identities as student 
affairs professionals. An analysis of the stories of women leaders in student affairs provided an 
avenue to understand how institutional setting influenced their development as a leader and as a 
student affairs professional. Finally, the study explored how gender affected the dynamics of the 
teams the women participated in and led (e.g. President’s cabinet, Student Life division). 
Statement of the Problem, Purpose and Significance 
 Three central issues emerge when considering women leaders in student affairs at 
Christian colleges. First, women continue to lag behind men when it comes to holding leadership 
roles in student affairs across all types of institutions (Beeny et al., 2005; Duffy, 2010; Haley & 
Jaeger, 2012). At the same time, student affairs is often regarded as the one area of an institution 
expressly concerned with the nurturing and wellbeing of students (Hevel, 2016). The functional 
areas of student affairs bring together housing, residence life, campus safety, career 
development, tutoring, retention, equity and inclusion programs, advising, counseling and health 
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services, athletics, student organizations, and the like (Ardoin, 2014). Each of these types of 
departments centers on caring for students as they navigate college. Given its focus on highly 
relational work, student affairs reflects traditional gender norms in many ways, wherein women 
care for or nurture the development of students while more traditionally male roles focus on 
leading faculty or the institution itself. It would make sense, then, that women would be more 
likely to lead student affairs units or departments. However, more often than not, men hold most 
leadership positions, especially at evangelical Christian colleges (Dahlvig & Beers, 2018).   
Second, this lack of women leaders connects to the fact that 50% to 60% of student 
affairs professionals leave the field within five years of entering it (Marshall et al., 2016; 
NASPA, 2019). This crisis in recruiting and retaining talent, especially women and people of 
color, means students miss out on being nurtured by educators who reflect their own identities 
(Marshall et al., 2016). The investment in developing student leaders who eventually serve as 
student affairs professionals is wasted when so few stay in the field.  
Finally, the scarcity of women leaders in student affairs, combined with the particular 
struggles of Christian higher education, means women in that context experience a double bind 
(Eagly & Carli, 2007). On the one hand, women student affairs leaders are encouraged to play a 
traditional female role of nurturing students. On the other hand, leadership in an evangelical 
Christian context reflects more male-dominant norms. To be viewed as nurturing often does not 
align with the cultural ideal of a “good” leader. Women leaders can either be nurturing or a 
leader; rarely can they be both (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  
Currently, a gap exists in the literature related to women’s career and leadership 
development in student affairs and the influence of their particular educational milieu. This study 
sought to answer the question of how women construct an identity as a leader, as a student affairs 
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professional, and as a person of faith. The questions in this study raise different issues for 
different audiences. Christian colleges and universities hold a theological imperative for their 
institutions to reflect the fullness of God’s creation. With fewer women in leadership, Christian 
colleges risk not fulfilling their mission. Boards of trustees and presidents act as stewards of the 
resources of an institution. A college may easily squander its human resources by not being 
attuned to the experience of its women leaders. The cost of such a loss is much too high for 
institutions in an age of shrinking budgets and decreasing enrollment.  
Student affairs practitioners and graduate preparation programs have a stake in the 
answer. Insights gleaned from the specific stories of women potentially resonate in other 
contexts by understanding how women navigated through turning points and made decisions 
about staying in the profession or stepping out. Identifying the environments, relationships, and 
personal experiences which support women in their development as leaders and student affairs 
professionals becomes a critical first step.  
Finally, women leaders in student affairs also have a stake in the answer. Over time, 
higher education has recognized an increasingly diverse study body benefits from mentoring and 
hiring of staff who share identities with those being served (U.S. Department of Education, 
2016). The adage “if you can see it, you can be it” holds true for women leaders as well 
(Kellerman & Rhode, 2014). We learn from our peers, colleagues, and supervisors what it means 
to lead within the field of student affairs (Ardoin, 2014). Women leaders often speak to the 
importance of creating room and space for others to step up and lead (Dahlvig, 2013). We can 
only do that by being in a position to lead and make change.  
Research Questions 
This case study proposes to answer the following questions: 
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• How do women leaders in student affairs describe their journey to leadership within the 
context of Christian higher education? 
• How do women leaders in student affairs perceive their gender as affecting their 
interactions with others as leaders? 
Overview of Chapters 
 I turn next to an overview of the remaining chapters in this study. I wrap up Chapter One 
with a few definitions before I review existing literature in Chapter Two. I start with an 
investigation into the historical context before turning to studies of what helps and hinders 
women’s leadership and development as student affairs professionals. A discussion of Christian 
higher education and the current landscape follows along with an introduction to the theoretical 
framework of feminist theory and Eagly and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership framework, 
which I used in the analysis.  Next, in Chapter Three, I review the methodology, including the 
argument for why qualitative methods and case study fit the purpose of the study. I then provide 
an overview of recruitment and selection of participants, data collection, and data analysis. In 
Chapter Four, a discussion of the findings highlights the three themes which emerged from the 
data: calling, juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs 
leadership. I move from the findings to the theoretical analysis in Chapter Five, wherein I apply 
feminist theory and the women’s leadership framework to further explore and understand the 
findings and their connection to the themes. Finally, in Chapter Six, I discuss the implications for 
practitioners including graduate preparation programs, presidents and executive leadership at 
Christian colleges, and women leaders in student affairs. I provide recommendations for future 
research and review the limitations of the study.  
Definition of Terms 
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Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD): The national professional 
organization for student affairs professionals working at Christian colleges and other faith-based 
institutions. Its mission is “to equip and challenge members to infuse their Christian faith into 
student development practice and scholarship” (Association for Christians in Student 
Development, n.d.). In 2019 at the start of data collection, the organization had 797 members, 
representing 190 colleges with 94% serving at a Christian college. While the organization reports 
the racial demographics of its members, it does not report a breakdown of gender.  
Christian College: Post-secondary colleges or universities that maintain membership in the 
Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU), an association of over 180 institutions 
who share a mission of Christ-centered higher education. Member colleges work to integrate 
Christian belief and teaching throughout all aspects of the institution, nurture in students the 
Christian virtues of love, humility, courage and service through curricular and co-curricular 
programs, and graduate students who live out and expand God’s redemptive purpose in the world 
(Council for Christian Colleges and Universities, 2018). In addition, they commit to hiring only 
staff and faculty who ascribe to and practice Christianity. 
Evangelical: The original meaning of the word evangelical (“good news”) described individuals 
with a personal relationship with a Protestant Christian God who shared their faith with others. 
While evangelical was originally a theological term, since the 1970s and 1980s, it evolved to 
identify Protestant Christians with traditionally conservative political and social beliefs. The 
National Association of Evangelicals (n.d.) uses a more theological definition of evangelical 
based on David Bebbington’s four key theological characteristics of belief in conversionism, 
activism, Biblicism, and crucicentrism. For the purpose of this study, evangelical is used 
interchangeably with Christian, as the majority of participants aligned with traditionally 
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conservative political and social beliefs. While not all participants identify as evangelical, all of 
them have an active, personal relationship with a Christian God which compels them to love and 
serve others. The few participants who did not self-identify as evangelical, instead represent a 
more moderate, centrist expression of their Christian faith. This study explored the intersection 
of faith with participants’ professional and leadership development along with how that faith 
shaped the institutions they served.  
Sanctified sexism: Developed by Lewis Hall, Christerson, and Cunningham (2010), sanctified 
sexism refers to the way in which conservative Christian beliefs justify discrimination and 
oppression against women as being divinely appointed or “of God.”  Sanctified sexism interprets 
Christianity as advocating a worldview where men dominate and have authority over women. 
Conversely, it interprets Christian scriptures to promote women submitting to men in all areas of 
life both in the public and private sphere.  
Student development: For many Christian colleges, the student affairs department or divisions 
are called “Student Development.” This reflects the name of the key professional organization 
within this network of colleges called the Association of Christians in Student Development 
(ACSD). This group mirrors NASPA – Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education 
(NASPA) and ACPA – College Student Educators International (ACPA) by providing 
networking, professional development, and research opportunities to evangelical Christians 
working within the field of student affairs at Christian colleges. A small group of members who 
do not work at Christian colleges also participate. During the pilot phase of this study, a 
participant recommended the using the term student development (K. Hayworth, personal 
communication, March 28, 2019) rather than student affairs to align with the naming convention 
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within the Christian college context. For the purposes of this study women in student affairs and 
women in student development will be used interchangeably to accommodate a wider audience.  
Women in student affairs: Individuals with significant leadership roles within a college or 
university that supports the development of students outside a formal classroom setting. Typical 
roles include vice president for Student Affairs/Life, Dean of Students, Chief/Senior Student 
Affairs Officer, etc.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
What I feel a little sorry for, looking back over my shoulder, is how often I apologized for 
being there. - Beth Moore 
 
The central question of this study examined the experience of women leaders in student 
development as they navigated careers at Christian colleges and universities. Each element of the 
study’s question built upon the current literature regarding the status of women leaders within 
higher education, how women make decisions about their professional lives, and the influence of 
the Christian college context on women leaders.  
Method for Reviewing Literature 
I began the review process by accessing six databases, including American Search 
Premier, ERIC, Business Source Premier, SCOPUS, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. Search terms 
included a combination of the following terms: women, student affairs, career, career 
development, and Christian college or university. It became apparent early on that searching for 
articles only related to student affairs or Christian colleges yielded few results. I expanded my 
search terms to include higher education (rather than just student affairs) along with adding in 
student services or student development. I also explored using gender in place of women and 
included various types of institutions (e.g. public, private, community college).  
I organized my content review under the following headings: historical context; 
promoting women’s in leadership within higher education; barriers to women’s career 
advancement and leadership development; women leaders and Christian colleges; and the 
influence of calling on women’s identity development. I applied a theoretical framework of 
feminist theory and a women’s leadership framework developed by Eagly and Carli (2007) to 
analyze the data collected. I provided an analysis of the gaps and tensions in the literature. 
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Finally, I included an analysis of the literature related to case study research as described in the 
last section on methodology.  
Historical Context 
 Since the early twentieth century, women played a critical role in the development of the 
field of student affairs (Duffy, 2010; Schwartz & Stewart, 2017). The role of Dean of Women 
and Dean of Men transitioned over time to incorporate leadership for student life into one role, 
most often led by a man (Hinton et al., 2016; Schwartz & Stewart, 2017). The changing nature of 
the role and the increased professionalization of the field influenced the career trajectory of 
women within higher education. Important benchmarks over the last forty years highlight both 
the success and ongoing challenges in promoting women’s leadership within student affairs 
(Duffy, 2010). The role of professional organizations, mentoring, and work-life balance emerged 
as significant considerations for the field to retain talented women leaders.  
Benchmarking Diversity in Student Affairs 
In the early 1970s, Myers and Sandeen (1973) embarked on a series of studies for 
NASPA to benchmark the number of people of color and women in the profession. The 
association membership sought to understand the influence of affirmative action policies and 
practices in use at that time. The studies emerged as a response to the Civil Rights Movement 
and the first wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s. Myers and Sandeen began by surveying 
institutions regarding the number of people of color on staff in 1970 and included women in the 
1972 version of the study in order to understand how increased diversity influenced the field.  
Myers and Sandeen’s (1973) findings offered a benchmark for the field by identifying the  
challenges facing senior leadership in recruiting and retaining diverse talent in student affairs. 
The survey included 473 schools and findings showed 39% of the staff were female and 13.7% 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
14 
were people of color (Myers & Sandeen, 1973, p. 3). Of the women staff, 69% were in entry 
level positions, 17% were in charge of a department or division and only 0.7% were the chief 
student affairs administrator (p. 7). When asked about the dearth of women in the field, the 
researchers noted deans offered a variety reasons for the lack of women employees, including the 
need to find the most qualified people, budget constraints, and the geography of being located in 
a rural setting which made employment less appealing to women or people of color. Myers and 
Sandeen anticipated affirmative action policies and hiring practices would catch up with social 
changes happening nationally and would soon change the face of student affairs professionals to 
include more women and people of color. The researchers concluded a discussion of the findings 
with the following quote from a participant in the study: 
We, of all professionals in higher education, should be in the vanguard of this movement. 
We should be the leaders in developing real opportunities, new training programs, new 
experiences for students, faculty, and staff to examine their own attitudes. “Affirmative 
action” programs should be “common sense” in student personnel work-for the very 
nature of our profession is to develop human potential. (Myers & Sandeen, 1973, p. 14) 
The sentiment expressed here continues to echo in the field of student affairs, nearly 50 years 
later, as its promise has yet to be realized.  
 While Myers and Sandeen (1973) focused on the experiences of women and people of 
color, the question of women leaders in student affairs continued to emerge as its own concern 
among various professional organizations representing the field. Evans (1985) surveyed 270 
women administrators within three different higher education professional organizations in 
Indiana to explore the internal and external factors influencing their career development. The 
initial survey identified a group of 24 women student affairs administrators invited to participate 
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in semi-structured interviews. Evans found no pattern of career development or decision-making 
across the participants, regardless of age or life stage (e.g. married, single). Most of the 
participants (14 out of 24) credited luck or being in the right place at the right time (p. 8) for their 
career path or success. Only one participant indicated any future career goal or dream (p. 8). 
Evans (1985) explained: 
Few women actively made decisions to enter higher education administration; many were 
offered positions or entered the field because they could think of no other alternatives. 
They had no clear career dream and only general goals for career advancement. Perhaps 
the failure of women to achieve top level positions is partially attributable to this lack of 
planning. (p. 17) 
The lack of forward-thinking led to fewer women pursuing leadership roles than might be 
expected. The collective efforts of Myers and Sandeen (1973) and Evans (1985) captured the 
status of women and people of color in student affairs at a specific moment in time and opened 
the door to examining the factors which contributed to women choosing to make a career in the 
field.  
Career Planning and Student Affairs 
Myers and Sandeen (1973) and Evans (1985) were among the first to identify the number 
of women in student affairs. This initial step led others to explore the factors which influenced 
women to stay in the field of student affairs and make a career (Duffy, 2010; Guido-DiBrito et 
al., 1996; Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990). These factors included a woman’s leadership style (Guido-
DiBrito et al., 1996), access to mentoring  along with a shift to viewing women leaders simply as 
leaders (Hamrick & Carlisle, 1990) and having a commitment to promote diversity and 
collaboration (Duffy, 2010).  
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Guido-DiBrito et al. (1996) expanded on Evans (1985) and Myers and Sandeen (1973) 
through an examination of gender, leadership style and career decision-making of 31 student 
affairs leaders. Guido-DiBrito et al. (1996) found the number of women chief student affairs 
leaders increased from 0.7% in Sandeen and Myers (1973) to 37% (Guido-DiBrito et al., 1996, p. 
27). However, women tended to stall at mid-level management positions, rather than advance to 
senior level leadership. The researchers investigated how leadership styles influenced career 
decisions by contrasting “traditional” (masculine or hierarchical) or “new” (feminine or 
collective) ways of leading. The findings revealed no significant difference in leadership style or 
career decision making between men and women. Depending on the situation, leaders used 
whatever type of leadership best suited the situation and context, rather than using a decision-
making frame based solely on gender.  
Hamrick and Carlisle (1990), in contrast, raised the question of whether student affairs as 
a profession was becoming too feminized. A comparison of the membership of national student 
affairs organizations like ACPA and NASPA showed the increase in the number of women 
participants resulted in women being in the majority in both groups. Hamrick and Carlisle 
expressed concern that women populated 59% of entry-level roles but left the student affairs 
profession at greater numbers than men. The short tenure of women in these roles decreased the 
likelihood they would be mentored or tapped for leadership roles down the road. Hamrick and 
Carlisle recommended intensifying efforts to recruit women in mid-level management roles to 
pursue higher leadership roles and shifting cultural attitudes to view women “not just as effective 
women administrators, but as capable and effective administrators” (emphasis in original, p. 
311). Women need support and encouragement to remain in the field long enough to take on 
significant leadership roles.  
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 Scholars above laid the foundation for what the experience of women in student affairs 
leadership looked like over the last 45 years. Duffy (2010) provided additional historical context 
by tracing the evolution of the role of Deans of Women within higher education. Using the 
historical case of Mary Ingraham Bunting, Duffy illustrated the central role women played in 
developing the profession. By examining Bunting’s leadership at Douglass College and Radcliffe 
College in the 1950s and 1960s, Duffy highlighted Bunting’s collaborative leadership style and 
commitment to diversity and activism as potential strategies for use by contemporary women 
leaders in the field.  
Duffy (2010) also noted the important role Marion Talbot played in 1903 by convening a 
national group of Deans of Women. One of the first acts of this national group condemned the 
practice of gender segregation in higher education. The newly formed national group of Deans of 
Women argued that women played an active role in shaping student affairs and higher education 
as a profession. Taken alongside Myers and Sandeen (1973), Evans (1985), and Guido-DiBrito et 
al. (1996), Duffy’s (2010) analysis acts as one more chain in the link demonstrating the ongoing 
desire of the profession to be attuned to the role of women in shaping and leading student affairs. 
While student affairs as a field recognized the important role women played (and continue to 
play) in its development, it also exposed the need to understand why women leave the field or 
stall in mid-level positions.  
Reasons for Leaving the Field 
The experience of women in student affairs varies across role and types of institutions 
with far too many choosing to the leave the field due to financial challenges and quality of life 
concerns. While it can be helpful to understand the historical context, more recently Marshall et 
al. (2016) explored the reasons why student affairs professionals left the field through a survey of 
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153 members of ACPA and NASPA who were no longer in student affairs. Respondents were 
overwhelmingly women (79.7%) and White (89.5%), which raised the question of why this 
demographic profile left the field (p. 150). The findings indicated 50-60% of student affairs 
professionals leave the field within the first five years (p. 146). A large number of participants 
(57.4%) left the field having achieved a middle management position (p. 151). This attrition 
reflected both a quality issue (i.e. gifted talent leaving the field means students are not served 
well) and a financial issue (the operational cost of losing staff members incurs a detrimental cost 
to institutions in an age of shrinking budgets). Participants left the field for a variety of reasons 
ranging from a lack of mentoring to poor supervision, unrealistic expectations after graduate 
school to lack of recognition and opportunity for advancement (p. 148). Participants’ supervisors 
played a critical role, with 42% of participants stating they did not appreciate their supervisors 
(p. 155) and 77% indicating they had mentors in the field but did not find their supervisors 
played that type of supportive role (p. 157). These findings suggest that a confluence of factors 
led many to leave the field, including a disproportionate number of women. Further examination 
of the reasons why women were more likely to leave is warranted. 
The question of why few women achieve senior leadership roles in student affairs 
continues to trouble the field. Even as women contributed significantly to the development of the 
field and continue to serve in large numbers at the entry level, the reality remains that women 
often step out from the traditional trajectory of leadership. This issue reflects the experience of 
women across the higher education sector, not just student affairs. Women leaders face 
challenges which require new strategies within the academy to promote their continued 
advancement as leaders.  
Promoting Women’s Leadership within Higher Education 
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The questions raised by Duffy (2010) and others highlight the need to identify specific 
strategies to increase the number of and longevity of women leaders in higher education and 
student affairs. Women continue to contribute to the field of higher education and student affairs 
in significant ways. The role of mentors and professional organizations (Gardner et al., 2014; 
McNair et al., 2013) along with work-life balance (Beeny et al., 2005) emerged as specific ways 
to promote and encourage women to pursue leadership within the academy. Finally, women need 
support to navigate the intersection of race and gender as they enact their leadership on a college 
campus (Gardner et al., 2014; Oikelome, 2017).   
Professional Development Opportunities 
Professional development and connecting with others in the field emerged as elements of 
support found to be effective to promoting women’s leadership. McNair et al. (2013) examined 
the narratives of five women leaders and members of NASPA to understand the dynamics at play 
in a woman’s career path. The qualitative study used the manuscript of a recorded panel 
interview of the five women to illuminate the importance of taking an active role within 
professional organizations to a woman’s leadership development. Each woman’s full response 
was recorded and shared in the text to allow the reader to engage fully with the participants’ 
stories.  
One unexpected finding came from the role (or lack of) mentors in the lives of the 
participants. Most of the women indicated they did not have formal mentors but relied on 
learning from and watching others make professional decisions. Participants found it most 
helpful to have someone who did not view them as competition to help develop a career path and 
navigate career decisions. In particular, one participant stated: 
One of my mentors is a White, heterosexual man, and I think it works because sometimes 
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with women, there is competition, and it’s hard to bring someone to the next level if you 
are competing, too. To be a mentor to another woman, although you may think that you 
understand the experience sometimes, that assumption leads you to not be the best 
mentor. It helps to have a mentor who will help chart your career path. Someone once 
said, it’s not about who you know, but what they know about you and who they tell. 
(McNair et al., 2013, p. 242) 
The few women leaders also meant less opportunity to find a woman further along in her career 
to serve as a role model or mentor. The participants noted finding leaders in other disciplines and 
functional areas helped them navigate their leadership journey, especially observing how others 
balanced professional and personal commitments.  
Work-Life Balance 
In addition to professional development and connections with other professionals, work-
life balance was found to effectively promote women’s leadership. McNair et al. (2013) found 
the pursuit of work-life balance to be particularly salient for women in student affairs. The 
researchers noted, "In student affairs there seems to be an elevated sense of the importance of 
attempting to model balanced living while helping others" (p. 238). Work-life balance 
manifested itself in different ways for each individual with no clear universal definition across 
participants. The difficulty comes, then, for higher education to allow individual leaders to 
determine what it means for themselves while meeting institutional needs and goals. It is not 
clear whether the findings related to mentoring and work-life balance hold true for men as well 
as women, but the ability to personalize a response warrants consideration.  
Beeny et al. (2005) found similar concerns with work-life balance in a national survey of 
374 student affairs professionals. Respondents reported satisfaction with how much time they 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
21 
spent on personal and professional demands (79%), while 68% felt they were "living a life 
congruent with my values regarding what's important and juggling multiple demands without 
dropping any balls" (p. 142). The researchers found women student affairs leaders expressed less 
satisfaction with their work-life balance than the men. This finding highlights the need to 
understand how women leaders’ experiences differ from the experience of their male 
counterparts and whether social expectations influence women’s dissatisfaction with work-life 
balance. An examination of gender and other aspects of an individual’s identity emerged as 
worthy of further exploration in understanding the dynamics which support or hinder a person’s 
satisfaction with their work.  
Role of Intersectionality 
The experience of women in student affairs aligns with Oikelome’s (2017) findings, 
which focused on the development of women presidents and the barriers women in leadership 
experience across all types of institutions. Oikelome used the concept of intersectionality to 
further define the experience of White women and women of color serving as college presidents 
across institutions. Using phenomenological methods, Oikelome (2017) identified that 
competency, rather than identity, was most salient to women’s experience as college presidents: 
There was a consensus among all the participants with respect to the desire to be defined 
beyond their various identities, choosing rather to focus on and describe the repertoire of 
skills, expertise, and proficiency they acquired with each level of advancement, all of 
which culminated into achieving the pinnacle of their career, a college presidency. (p. 32) 
While competency mattered across all participants, Oikelome also found women of color 
identified race more than gender as a factor in negotiating the academy and their role. Finally, 
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participants agreed the best pathway to the presidency led from being a faculty member first and 
then taking on more leadership roles. 
Gardner at al. (2014) extended Oikelome’s (2017) work to explore the experience of 
African American administrators working in Predominately White Institutions (PWIs). Using a 
phenomenological approach, the researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with 14 senior 
level student affairs administrators (four women and 10 men). Mentoring, having a healthy self-
image, strong professional networks, and family support contributed to career success. Individual 
barriers included feelings of difference or separateness from White colleagues and perceptions of 
prejudice. Participants identified institutional barriers such as systemic or perceived 
discrimination along with having fewer departmental resources and advancement opportunities 
which hindered participant career advancement. The experience of being involved in student 
affairs as an undergraduate student played a positive role in helping individuals experience 
career success and establish a strong professional identity. Finally, Gardner et al. (2014) found 
institutional context matters, as does the role of mentors in helping women navigate career 
decisions. 
A variety of factors promote women’s leadership within higher education, yet they are 
not equally accessible to all women. For some, mentors can play an important role in navigating 
career decisions (Gardner et al., 2014), while other women express mixed experiences with 
mentoring (McNair et al., 2013). Work-life balance (Beeny et al., 2005) and developing a 
healthy sense of self (Gardner et al., 2014; Oikelome, 2017) also contribute to women’s 
development as leaders within higher education. While a variety of strategies advance women’s 
leadership, women continue to face obstacles to their development as leaders. 
Barriers to Women’s Career Advancement and Leadership Development  
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 The experience of women within higher education and student affairs mirrors the 
experience of women pursuing leadership roles across all sectors. The barriers women face in 
achieving leadership roles include facing gender stereotypes and perceived psychological 
differences (Astin & Leland, 1993; Madden, 2011); balancing a professional and personal 
identity (O’Neil et al., 2008), along with organizational policies and structures that impede 
progress (Gangone & Lennon, 2014; Magrane et al., 2012). In addition, the imposter syndrome 
plays an especially significant role in negatively impacting women’s progress, especially within 
the higher education setting (Clance & Imes, 1978; Hutchins, 2015; Parkman, 2016; Parkman & 
Beard, 2008; Vaughn et al., 2020). Taken together, these multiple factors cut across disciplines 
and sectors to hinder women in advancing their roles as leaders.  
Gender Stereotypes and Psychological Differences 
Madden (2011) expanded on Eagly and Carli’s (2007) work by examining the literature 
related to gender stereotypes and leadership in different sectors and found similarities with 
higher education. Madden began by citing the foundational work of Astin and Leland (1993) and 
Kezar and Lester (2008) to describe generational shifts in how women leaders in higher 
education view themselves, their roles, and as leaders. Across the literature, Madden (2011) 
identified three factors which influence whether women are more accepted as leaders in higher 
education than other sectors. These factors include cognitive structures (the patterns people make 
to process information), cultural differences around gender stereotypes, and role incongruity. The 
hierarchical structure of higher education also lends itself to being viewed as a more masculine 
environment, reinforcing gender stereotypes where women care for students and men lead the 
institution. Madden noted the ways in which women counteract gender stereotypes simply by 
being leaders, whether they lead with an expressly feminist approach or not. Finally, women 
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were also more likely to pursue equity and share power than male leaders in higher education. 
Madden’s analysis could provide a conceptual framework to use in future research in exploring 
women’s development as a student affairs educator and leader. Further discussion of the factors 
women consider in making choices about their professional identity and leadership is needed.   
Professional and Personal Identity Development 
A variety of internal and external factors influence women’s choices regarding how they 
grow and develop professionally. Magrane et al., (2012) examined the career advancement of 
faculty women in medicine using the System of Career Influences model. The System of Career 
Influences examines individual choices and decisions along with organizational policies, 
practices and culture to understand what promotes or hinders women's advancement in their 
careers. Magrane et al. reviewed current literature in light of the model to consider how the 
model might address career development issues facing women in the academy along with 
proposing new questions for the field to consider. The researchers determined the System of 
Career Influences model works effectively as an organizing framework for organizations 
developing career programming to support women. 
 Women’s leadership ambitions also influence their career decision-making. O’Neil et al. 
(2008) examined literature between 1990 to 2008 to identify four key factors influencing 
women’s career success. The first theme to emerge from the research focused on the career 
success women experience when their careers connect to a larger life context (e.g. having a 
family). The second theme examined how women fundamentally value having both a family and 
a professional identity. The third factor highlighted the diverse career paths women take along 
the way. Finally, O’Neil et al. identified a fourth factor related to the role social capital plays in 
advancing women in their chosen field. The overall findings in the literature indicate a 
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disconnect between the scholarship surrounding women’s career advancement and 
organizational practices which support it.  
Institutional Policies and Practices 
Women in higher education, more broadly and not just within student affairs, continue to 
struggle in their pursuit of leadership positions. Gangone and Lennon (2014) completed a 
descriptive study to calculate the percentage of women leaders across 14 sectors and focused on 
women in academia (specifically, chief academic officers, faculty, students, and presidents). 
Using data from a national sample benchmarking women’s leadership in the United States, 
Gangone and Lennon found that 57% of mid-level managers are women and 19% of women are 
in "positional senior and executive leadership" roles (p. 7). Increasing the number of women 
attending college failed to correlate with the number of women gaining parity with men in terms 
of their appointment to leadership roles. In 2013, women students made up 57% of the student 
population, but only 10% of full professors and 26% of presidents across the sector (p. 10). 
Gangone and Lennon also offered three recommendations for institutions to consider in 
combatting gender discrimination: focus on sponsorship (not just mentorship); promote based on 
performance and objective measurements; and regularly assess institutional climate.  
The barriers experienced by women in higher education align with those experienced by 
women in other sectors and are both organizational and individual. Institutional policies and 
practices influence women’s ability to advance in their careers and as a leaders. Women’s own 
understanding of the world and how they make sense of it also plays a role. Before turning to the 
influence of the institutional setting on women’s experiences, one additional barrier emerged 
from the literature which required a closer examination. The imposter syndrome plays a 
significant role, especially for women, in creating a barrier to their success. 




 The imposter syndrome creates a significant barrier to women’s advancement as first 
posited by Clance and Imes (1978). Imposter syndrome or “imposter phenomenon” (p. 241) 
emerged from Clance’s and Imes’s work with 105 high achieving women faculty and students. 
The women operated with fear, avoided failure at all cost, and attributed any success to external 
factors (e.g. luck, others’ misjudgment of their abilities) rather than any intrinsic capability. 
Participants expressed self-doubt and experienced high levels of anxiety which often stymied 
their efforts at impression management. Their self-sabotage resulted in others’ viewing 
participants as less capable than they actually were. 
 Since Clance and Imes (1978), others have expanded on the idea of the imposter 
syndrome, often within the context of higher education. Parkman (2016) refined the traits and 
characteristics of the imposter syndrome, noting the prevalence of research on faculty and 
students within a higher education setting and its connection to retention. Parkman explained: 
Impostorism, at its root, is about an inability to accurately self-assess with regard to 
performance…In the face of faltering self-confidence, internalization of failures and over 
focus on mistakes over the long term, stress and anxiety become constant companions. 
As a result, imposters strive to minimize both by working longer, working harder, and 
seeking perfection. (p. 52) 
Parkman also highlighted conflicting findings related to gender, sex and the imposter syndrome 
which suggest no difference between men and women experiencing the phenomenon.  
In comparison, Patzak et al. (2017) surveyed 459 high-achieving first year college 
students to examine the link between gender-role orientation and the imposter phenomenon. The 
results indicated female, feminine, and undifferentiated students scored higher on measures of 
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imposter traits than male, masculine, or androgynous students and were found to be less 
compassionate with themselves. Neureiter and Traut-Mattausch (2016) also conducted a study 
focusing on the imposter syndrome, college students, and career planning. The survey of 212 
college students examined students’ motivation for career planning and leadership and their 
tendency toward imposter traits. The results indicated a negative impact on students’ career 
planning the more imposter feelings they had.  
Similar to Neureiter’s and Traut-Mattausch’s (2016) work on motivation, Vaughn et al. 
(2020) examined the experience of faculty women, the imposter syndrome, and motivation. The 
large study of 1,326 academic women found a high level of imposter syndrome within the group 
with 95% reporting some level of the phenomenon. Contrary to other findings which indicated 
more imposter syndrome in young or early career faculty, Vaughn et al. (2020) found “IP exists 
within women at all academic levels, from new graduate students to senior administrators” (p. 
790). The fact that the imposter syndrome cuts across years of experience demonstrates its 
prevalence, especially for women.  
Hutchins (2015) also examined the higher education setting by surveying 61 faculty in 
human resource development to examine possible differences between tenure-track and tenured 
faculty in having imposter tendencies and the effectiveness of their coping skills. Hutchins found 
higher rates of emotional exhaustion with a tendency towards the imposter phenomenon in non-
tenured faculty. Participants identified mentoring as a mediating factor that helped them combat 
imposter-like tendencies.  
 Parkman and Beard (2008) also explored the imposter syndrome through the lens of 
higher education and human resources. Parkman and Beard (2008) recommended institutional 
human resources departments play a more active role in identifying imposter-like traits in rising 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
28 
young faculty and administrators in order to reduce burnout and the likelihood of their leaving 
the institution. The authors noted demographic shifts in Baby Boomers retiring at high rates 
along with reduced financial resources call for more intentional long-term planning and 
recruitment of executive leadership. Parkman and Beard noted several possible interventions to 
reduce imposter syndrome effects including mentoring, regular constructive feedback focusing 
on an individual’s abilities, inclusion of a discussion on imposter syndrome during employee 
orientation, and finding a supportive peer group.   
As noted by Parkman and Beard (2008), the organizational setting can either positively or 
negatively promote opportunities for women to pursue leadership roles. Understanding the 
nuances of a specific institutional setting remains an important consideration for the field and for 
women as they develop as leaders. In this study, an examination of the context of a Christian 
college remains a key element to understand the experience of women leaders in that specific 
setting. 
Women Leaders and Christian Colleges 
 The Christian college is a specific educational context with its own culture and 
worldview. Christian colleges actively engage and integrate the Christian faith across all areas of 
an institution from the classroom to the cafeteria to the residence halls to athletic fields (Council 
for Christian Colleges and Universities, n.d.). In this study, Christian colleges refer to institutions 
with an explicitly stated mission to integrate the Christian faith into all areas of the institution 
along with being a member of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). The 
Council represents a cross-section of institutional sizes and denominations, but all are marked by 
their commitment to hire staff and faculty who actively practice the Christian faith. Currently, 
the Council represents over 180 institutions across the United States. It follows, then, that the 
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experience of women leaders in such a setting would also be influenced by the interpretation and 
practice of that faith.  
 Longman and Anderson (2016) conducted a comparative analysis of women leaders 
within Christian colleges between 1998 and 2015. The ongoing gender imbalance and 
underrepresentation of women leaders highlighted the specific contextual issues facing women in 
this setting. The researchers posit that institutional and theological challenges, such as “sanctified 
sexism,” contributed to the few number of women leaders at Christian colleges. Longman and 
Anderson used the work of Hall et al. (2010) on gender harassment at Christian colleges to 
illustrate the negative influence religious beliefs and biblical interpretations have on women. 
Hall et al. (2010) argue “when encounters with discriminatory gender schemas are perceived to 
be motivated by religious belief systems, worldviews, or biblical interpretations about gender, 
the resulting negative effects…may be accentuated” (p. 182). Sanctified sexism dismisses gender 
discrimination as problematic because offenders view their behavior as being sanctioned by God. 
It acts as a powerful tool to hinder women’s leadership by tying male dominance to religious and 
theological beliefs about the appropriate role of women. 
The increase in women leaders at Christian institutions has accelerated over the last two 
decades but still obscures ongoing challenges for women in those roles (Longman & Anderson, 
2016). Between 1998 and 2010, the number of women holding the title of vice president or 
higher doubled at Christian colleges, while the number of men increased by 20% (p. 31). While 
the actual number of women in leadership has increased over time, the overall proportion of 
women leaders remains small. Significantly, more women lead within the academic side of an 
institution (29%) than in operations, marketing, finance, or student affairs (p. 32). A similar 
number of women held the role of vice president of enrollment or admissions (29%), while 14% 
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of senior leaders within business or finance were women (p. 32). Between 2010 and 2015, the 
researchers found a decrease in the number of women leading the Student Affairs or student 
development division, down to 22% from 29% (p. 33). Across any category, women still hold 
fewer than 30% of any vice president roles and just over 20% of all senior leadership positions at 
Council for Christian Colleges and Universities institutions, even as women students make up 
over 60% of the student population (p. 33).  
Dahlvig and Beers’ (2018) quantitative analysis of the state of student affairs divisions 
across 144 CCCU members stands in contrast to the work done by Longman and Anderson 
(2016) which focused on Christian higher education in general. The study collected survey data 
from 67 chief student affairs officers and found 96% of leaders identified as White and 30% 
were women (Dahlvig & Beers, 2018, p. 218). The number of women leaders reflects a slight 
increase compared to findings by Longman and Anderson (2016) due to the inclusion of Deans 
of Students in the analysis by Dahlvig and Beers (2018). This choice to include participants with 
a variety of positions continues to demonstrate the relatively few number of women in leadership 
roles on Christian campuses.  
While Dahlvig and Beers (2018) focused on student affairs, Joeckel and Chesnes (2009) 
analyzed survey data from 1,900 faculty members at Council for Christian Colleges and 
Universities to explore the cause of ongoing gender inequities experienced by women on 
Christian college campuses. The findings indicated women faculty were more likely to have been 
at an institution less than five years (36%) than men faculty (29%) who also experienced more 
longevity than women faculty (p. 116). Women faculty were also less likely to indicate they felt 
women were treated equally to men (24%) compared to 47% of men who responded they 
believed men and women were treated equally by their institution (p. 119). The researchers 
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found 56% of women stated their gender influenced their discipline, while only 38% of men 
agreed with that statement (p. 119). Finally, the researchers exposed how theology and political 
perspectives influenced campus morale. Joeckel and Chesnes (2009) found:  
Low-morale females and females who feel they are unequally treated to 
males…registered consistently more liberal views than all other survey participants. They 
embrace a value system at odds with the theological and political climate found at their 
institutions…We believe this tension between individual and institutional worldview 
constitutes a significant source for low morale among females. (p. 123)  
The tensions uncovered by Joeckel and Chesnes (2009) illustrate the challenges facing women at 
Christian colleges and the way this particular context may help or hinder a woman’s professional 
growth.   
The intersection of religious and theological beliefs with women’s leadership 
development matters within the context of Christian colleges. While increased numbers of 
women in leadership point to positive gains (Dahlvig & Beers, 2018; Longman & Anderson, 
2016), clearly barriers continue to influence whether women achieve equal status with male 
counterparts at Christian institutions (Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009). Theological influences become 
an important consideration in promoting women’s leadership, along with understanding 
institutional context and dynamics.  
The Influence of Calling on Women’s Professional Identity Development 
The context of Christian higher education clearly influences women’s leadership and 
career advancement. At the same time, the theological and religious commitment of women 
leaders in Christian institutions also remains an important consideration. The role of faith and the 
interpretation of scripture and religious beliefs also affect how women navigate the context of 
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Christian colleges. An exploration of the concept of calling (Dahlvig, 2013; Dindoffer et al., 
2011; Oates et al., 2005) and its relationship to women’s career advancement (Longman et al., 
2011) illuminates the nuances of the Christian college context. Calling provides a lens to explore 
what promotes and hinders women in developing a professional identity within Christian higher 
education.  
Christian Faith as Protective Factor 
The work of Longman and Anderson (2016) expanded on earlier qualitative research 
focused on the experience of women leaders at Christian colleges. Dindoffer et al. (2011) 
employed a hermeneutical approach to the experience of women leaders with significant 
professional responsibility within Christian higher education (e.g. presidents, provosts, deans, 
vice presidents). The study sought to explore how six professionally successful women crafted a 
meaningful life that honored their professional identities and their commitment to family life. 
The findings uncovered the importance of encouragement from family to pursue their careers 
(often facilitated by egalitarian marriages where each spouse was considered an equal 
contributor), the support of mentors and the meaning found in being a mentor, and the practice of 
an active faith expressed by responding to God’s call to use their gifts. Dindoffer et al. (2011) 
found faith and the practice of it played an important role helping participants manage tension 
between the various roles they held as a woman: wife, mother, educator, professional, and 
community member. 
Oates et al. (2005) also explored the idea of “calling” by developing a grounded theory of 
calling and the role it plays for women working within a Christian higher education context. In 
particular, Oates et al. (2005) wanted to understand the role faith plays in helping women cope 
with any interrole conflict they experience. Using a phenomenological approach, the researchers 
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interviewed 32 professors at colleges with membership in the Council for Christian Colleges and 
Universities. The 32 participants all identified as faculty and as mothers. The researchers’ 
questions centered on six topics: institutional support, development of a professional identity, 
influence of religious beliefs and faith on professional and personal roles, support of a spouse, 
mentoring opportunities, and balancing competing roles (p. 223). The women “assigned sacred 
meaning” (p. 217) to their roles as both mothers and educators and found the best way to work 
through the tension between roles was to use a lens that “sanctified” (p. 218) both roles. Oates et 
al. found the participants’ sense of conviction (or rightness) about their professional role, along 
with feelings they were fulfilling God’s will contributed to the women’s ability to navigate any 
interrole tension. Women’s interpretation of their calling as an expression of their faith 
contributed to their growth as leaders and professionals in positive ways.   
Leadership Development in Relation to Calling 
While being called created a buffer for women to pursue a professional identity, women 
in the Christian college context constantly negotiate the meaning of sanctified work and identity. 
As a result, women may be less likely to pursue leadership, if they do not feel specifically called 
to a role. Dahlvig (2013) used narrative inquiry to explore the stories of five women leaders at 
Christian colleges participating in a Women’s Leadership Development Institute to explore this 
idea. Dahlvig set out to compare the women’s experience with the current research. The five 
participants included three academic administrators, one student services administrator, and one 
business administrator. Dahlvig’s findings focused on four themes: family-work balance; 
transformational and androgynous leadership; imposter syndrome; and complicated 
relationships. Dahlvig found family-friendly policies and practices supported women’s 
development by allowing for flexibility to care for family needs while also serving in a 
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leadership role. Participants’ leadership styles were less stereotypically gendered and aligned 
more with a transformational style, defined as being highly relational and equally focused on the 
leader and the follower’s development. Almost all of the women spoke about fighting against 
internal beliefs and lack of confidence regarding their ability to lead. According to Dahlvig: 
When Christian women choose to work, they contradict a conservative Christian cultural 
norm that says women should focus on homemaking and child rearing. Doing both 
(mothering and working) creates dissonance for those who hold to traditional gender 
roles, which can cause subtle or overt backlash. (p. 99) 
The context of a small Christian community often makes things difficult for women stepping 
outside community norms related to leadership and motherhood (a complicated relationship 
theme). Being a women becomes an important element of understanding calling for this 
particular context.  
Gender and Calling 
Theological interpretations of calling influence women leaders in Christian colleges as do 
their interpretations of what it means to be a woman. Gender matters and how women make 
meaning of their identity as a woman and their identity as a leader and their relationship to one 
another is often mediated by their beliefs about calling. Longman et al. (2011) also developed a 
grounded theory to examine how leadership theory interacts with calling and gender. The 
researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with 16 women administrators or faculty 
members from Christian colleges who participated in the Women’s Leadership Development 
Institute sponsored by the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. The main research 
question focused on understanding women’s motivations to lead and the psychological factors 
related to their success. The researchers identified two continuums connected to calling that 
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fostered women’s leadership: internal-external (are you called by others/God to lead?) and 
specific-general related to calling and giftedness (do you feel called to a specific task or general 
purpose/direction to lead?). 
The grounded theory developed by Longman et al. (2011) combined these two 
continuums with examining other influences which limit or encourage the use of women’s gifts. 
Those factors included theological/faith (beliefs/principles rooted in a traditional understanding 
of Christianity), family or life circumstances, and culture (meaning shared beliefs). Longman et 
al. offered additional recommendations for institutions and individuals to consider moving 
forward. First, the researchers recognized the need to re-think leadership development 
curriculum. Second, the researchers identified the critical importance of women embracing 
developmental relationships with others, often across organizational boundaries which required 
thinking about calling outside the “normal” (i.e. male) box.  
As the research cited in this section makes clear, women leaders within Christian higher 
education point to the importance of framing their work as a calling. This religious belief and 
theological understanding brings meaning to their work and helps ease the barriers many face as 
they push up against traditional gender norms. However, the concept of calling also masks the 
tensions and opportunity for Christian institutions to take a more active role in promoting and 
supporting women as they pursue leadership within an institution. 
Gaps and Tensions in the Literature 
The main question of my study centered on the career advancement and leadership 
development of women student affairs leaders at Christian colleges. As higher education 
leadership grows more diverse, research on women leaders focuses either on the leaky pipeline 
of women leaders (Kellerman & Rhode, 2014; Magrane et al., 2012; Nguyen, 2013; Shepherd, 
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2017) or the experience of women presidents (Hill & Wheat, 2017; Longman & Anderson, 2016; 
Oikelome, 2017). The role of women leaders within student development remains less explored. 
The literature also highlights a continued disparity in the number of women leaders in student 
affairs (Beeny et al., 2005; Duffy, 2010; Haley & Jaeger, 2012). A gap exists regarding research 
on women’s career advancement within student affairs and where the pipeline “leaks.”  As noted, 
most of the existing scholarship focuses on large data sets from national or regional professional 
organizations. I found no studies exploring how women choose particular paths within student 
affairs or even a comparison of women’s experiences in student affairs across types of 
institutions. 
While various authors benchmarked the number of women leaders in student affairs 
(Duffy, 2010; Guido-DeBrito et al., 1996; Marshall et al, 2016; McNair et al., 2013; Myers & 
Sandeen, 1973), other studies focused on women leaders within Christian higher education 
(Dahlvig, 2013; Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009; Longman & Anderson, 2016). However, a gap exists 
in the literature when exploring the two identities together: student affairs professional and 
Christian college leader. The small number (185) of this type of institution (Council for Christian 
Colleges and Universities, n.d.) and women leaders in student affairs makes exploring this 
question challenging. I have yet to find a publicly available source which reports the number of 
women leaders in student affairs roles at Christian colleges. While the professional association 
for student development professionals at Christian colleges has been led by different women, the 
reality at evangelical Christian colleges reflects traditional viewpoints of gender and leadership. 
The lack of women leaders is not necessarily viewed as a problem within the Christian college 
context, especially when viewed through the lens of sanctified sexism (Hall et al., 2010). 
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However, for those women who do lead divisions or departments of student development, the 
question of how they got there and how they lead once in the role remains unanswered. 
The themes emerging from the literature review focus on the factors which contribute to 
and hinder women’s career advancement and leadership performance in higher education and 
elsewhere. Much of the literature identified the importance of drawing out the experience of 
women leaders through qualitative, semi-structured interviews to inform the field and make 
recommendations for institutions and human resources professionals. However, these small 
sample sizes make generalizing the findings difficult. On the other hand, studies using large 
descriptive data sets contrast the qualitative research but do not provide an in-depth analysis 
regarding the issues facing women leaders in higher education (Gangone & Lennon, 2014; 
Longman & Anderson, 2016; Myers & Sandeen, 1973). In many ways, the literature in this area 
reflects feast or famine: significant amounts of data which highlight the need for more in depth 
analysis, or small sample sizes which reduce the applicability of the findings.  
The nuances and peculiarities of Christian higher education represent another theme in 
the literature. Studies highlight the philosophical and theological influences for women who 
teach and lead at Christian colleges (Dahlvig et al., 2016; Dindoffer et al., 2011; Joeckel & 
Chesnes, 2009; Longman et al., 2011) and how those experiences intersect with the biblical idea 
of “calling” (Dahlvig & Longman, 2014; Oates et al., 2005). In light of these limitations, I 
explored the influence of an active Christian faith on women’s career decision-making actions. 
As noted, the theological idea of “calling” is used across several studies. However, not every 
theological perspective interprets calling in the same way. Many of the studies assume a shared 
understanding of “faith,” “calling,” and Christianity, which I explored to tease out the 
differences. My study brought together these various themes and examined emerging questions 
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from the perspective of women experiencing them using a feminist lens and a model of women’s 
leadership.  
Review of the Literature – Analytical Framework 
For the purposes of my study, I plan to use a feminist lens as an overarching theory along 
with Eagly and Carli’s (2007) model of women’s leadership. From my initial scan of the 
literature, no single theory or framework neatly ties together the different aspects of my study. I 
considered a variety of theories including gender identity development, career decision-making, 
religious identity development, and leadership development theory. However, my study 
prioritized understanding one’s identity while also seeking to understand the effects of 
institutional dynamics on women’s professional development. I chose feminist theory with its 
emphasis on marginalized identities and explored the double bind of women’s leadership in 
balancing agentic and communal leadership styles using the framework outlined by Eagly and 
Carli.  
Feminist Theory 
Feminist theory acted as an overarching framework for my study and reflects a collection 
of thought on the influence of power, gender, and culture. Feminist theory situates gender at the 
center of any analysis and discussion on the structure of society (Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 
2011). Feminist theory emerged in the twentieth century but accelerated during the 1960s and 
1970s during the Civil Rights movement (Nicholson & Pasque, 2011). A cultural shift occurred 
where questions about power and  oppression came to forefront of the American consciousness, 
and women (and men) advocated for equality, regardless of sex or gender. hooks (2010) defined 
feminism as:  
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A struggle to end sexist oppression. Therefore, it is necessarily a struggle to eradicate the 
ideology of domination that permeates Western culture on various levels…Its aim is not 
to benefit solely any specific group of women, any particular race or class of women. It 
does not privilege women over men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way 
all of our lives. (p. 339)  
Feminism and feminist theory are, at a foundational level, activist in nature and about a 
dismantling of the status quo that oppresses everyone (hooks, 2000). Sexism harms and 
oppresses both men and women and results in women not developing to their full potential 
(Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011). Hackman (2010) explained how feminism and feminist 
theory exposes systematic sexism and patriarchy by taking a critical stance toward the structures 
that maintain hierarchy and power in the hands of men. In addition, feminist theory helps explain 
how this oppressive system developed and identify different interpretations of social phenomena 
(Ropers-Huilman & Winters, 2011).  
Feminist theory also explores the dynamics of power and the way in which culture helps 
or hinders women’s experience and autonomy (Crotty, 1998). Feminist theory questions how 
relationships and power get distributed in ways that disadvantage women. Botkin et al. (2007) 
defined sexism as “a system of advantages that serves to privilege men, subordinate women, 
denigrate women-identified values and practices, enforce male dominance and control and 
reinforce forms of masculinity that are dehumanizing and damaging to men” (p. 174). Feminist 
theory aims to explore and explain the hierarchal, patriarchal ways gender is socially constructed 
and the effect of this system on individuals and organizations. Two concepts in particular, gender 
polarization (Lipsitz Bem, 1993) and women’s ways of knowing (Belenky et al., 1997), serve to 
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ground a feminist approach with their emphasis on uncovering the suppression of women and 
promoting women’s experiences as a valid and legitimate source of knowledge.  
Gender Polarization  
A central concept to feminist theory examines the way the structure and organization of 
social life reproduces and perpetuates a male-centered way of being, thinking, and doing (Lipsitz 
Bem, 1993). Gender polarization, defined as the “organization of social life around the 
distinction between male and female” (Lipsitz Bem, 1993, p. 80), problematizes people who 
violate the androcentric, heteronormative notions of masculinity and femininity along with the 
social-structural construction of male/female identity. Lipsitz Bem concluded the best way to 
combat gender polarization and androcentrism is to shift the debate from being about difference 
to the disadvantage of women in every aspect of social life and institutions (p. 177). This process 
begins by understanding the way knowledge is constructed in ways which dismiss women’s 
experiences as legitimate knowledge.   
Epistemological Roots 
Feminist theory illuminates the ways in which women think, know, believe, and act in 
ways similar to and different from men (Belenky et al., 1997; Gilligan, 1993; Naples & Gurr, 
2014). Crotty (1998) acknowledged that women “theorise the act of knowing in a way different 
from men. In ‘doing’ epistemology, they express concerns, raise issues and gain insights that are 
not generally expressed, raise or gained by male epistemologists” (italics in original; p. 174). 
Nicholson and Pasque (2011) noted feminist methodology “emerged in order to allow women’s 
experiences – as lived, shared, and (re)-interrupted by women themselves – to be the subject of 
research” (p. 11). Feminist theory affirms women’s’ contribution to building knowledge and 
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examines how power has silenced women in shaping “traditional” research (Nicholson & 
Pasque, 2011).  
Feminist research as a methodology emerged through using gender to understand social 
concerns (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Feminist researchers evaluate the experience of women in light of 
power structures which undermine and limit women’s lives. As a method, feminist research 
seeks to expose a bias towards men as the norm and situates women’s experience as a valid 
location for knowledge building. Rather than “supplementing mainstream research studies by 
including women, but by paying close attention to the specificity of women’s individual lived 
experiences” (Hesse-Biber, 2014, p. 5), feminist researchers acknowledge and invite an 
exploration of the multiple experiences of women in order to more fully understand the human 
condition.  
Using feminist theory to inform my study amplified the experience of the participants and 
created space for their voices to be heard and understood. My study also asked questions about 
power and how participants navigated a male-dominated, gender-polarized context within 
Christian higher education. Participants helped construct meaning out of the interviews through 
conversations, notes from observations and reviewing transcripts along with the initial analysis 
of data. This choice to incorporate and invite participants into the research process remains a 
hallmark of feminist research. While using a feminist approach grounded my study, I also needed 
to understand the experience of participants as leaders. I chose to apply a framework of women’s 
leadership which paired narratives of women leaders with a quantitative analysis of women 
leaders across various sectors.  I turn next to an overview of this framework.   
Women’s Leadership Framework 
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While feminist theory acted as an organizing lens to understand the experience of women 
leaders, Eagly and Carli’s (2007) use of the labyrinth metaphor offered another model to 
examine women’s leadership journeys. Eagly and Carli (2007) described how women navigate 
leadership using the metaphor of labyrinth. The labyrinth represents “the varied challenges 
confronting women as they travel, often on indirect paths, sometimes through alien territory, on 
their way to leadership” (p. 1). The metaphor reflects the reality that women experience 
unexpected barriers to fulfilling their leadership potential which goes beyond character traits. 
Eagly and Carli expanded: 
With continuing change, the obstacles that women face have become more surmountable, 
at least by some women some of the time. Paths to the top exist, and some women find 
them. The successful routes can be difficult to discover, however, and therefore we label 
these circuitous routes a labyrinth. (p. 6, emphasis in original) 
Eagly and Carli (2016) elaborated further, noting a labyrinth contains dead ends and detours 
which women may not always overcome. My study examined those circuitous routes in order to 
understand what obstacles, if any, participants experienced along the way.  
In building on the labyrinth metaphor, Eagly and Carli (2007) analyzed the experience of 
women leaders across different sectors by conducting a meta-analysis of research in leadership, 
psychology, economics, biology, and sociology to understand the barriers women face accessing 
and ascending to positions of leadership. While much of their analysis focused on women in 
corporate or professional roles, Eagly and Carli exposed the systems, policies, and personal 
attributes which bias people in favor of men as leaders rather than women. Essentially, people 
expect men to lead; therefore they do. Even in fields typically dominated by women (e.g. 
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education, social work), men ascend to positions of leadership faster, a phenomenon called the 
“glass escalator” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 74).  
The challenges women face as leaders go beyond personality or style to the unconscious 
and conscious ways people and systems disadvantage women in leadership. Eagly and Carli 
(2007) described the challenge women experience as balancing communal and agentic leadership 
traits (Table 1 compares both traits). Communal traits, often viewed as feminine, center on 
concern for others, compassion, kindness, being gentle or helpful, friendly, and sympathetic 
(Eagly & Carli, 2007). Agentic traits, viewed as more masculine, focus on leaders who 
demonstrate more individualistic, assertive, ambitious, forceful, and dominant traits.  
Table 1 
Comparison of Agentic and Communal Leadership Traits 
 









Concerned for others 
Compassion 
Kindness 
Being gentle or helpful 
Friendly and sympathetic 
Avoid direct disagreement 
 
Eagly and Carli’s (2007) analysis of the double bind found women’s leadership can be 
“diverted—sometimes by doubts about their competence, sometimes by doubts about their 
warmth, and sometimes by resentment of their very presence” (p. 117). This double bind creates 
a disadvantage for women and hinders their ability to influence others or affect change. Many 
women find themselves negotiating a “middle way” (Eagly & Carli, 2007, p. 123) and balancing 
a need to be “communal and agentic” (p. 86). If women are too communal, they are viewed as 
too soft to lead. If women are too agentic, they are viewed as being too abrasive. Eagly and Carli 
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(2007) found the most effective women leaders navigated the labyrinth by blending communal 
and agentic attributes of leadership and building social capital (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  
The idea of the labyrinth and agentic versus communal leadership continues to influence 
research on women and leadership. Wyatt and Silvester (2015) examined the experience of 
minority women leaders using the labyrinth metaphor while Post et al. (2019) compared agentic 
and communal traits of leadership by men and women during a crisis. Zheng et al. (2018) 
identified sets of agentic and communal behaviors women leaders employed to navigate 
expectations as a woman and as a leader. Rosette and Tost (2010) expanded on Eagly and Carli’s 
(2007) work by examining whether this balancing act of being agentic and communal also gave 
women an advantage in leadership. The experimental study simulated a real-world scenario and 
asked 106 college students to practice evaluating the job performance of different leaders. The 
findings indicate that women viewed as “top leaders” scored high on both agentic and communal 
leadership characteristics which led participants to view them as overall more effective than any 
other group (e.g. male top leaders, male or female middle-managers). The significance of the 
results point to the fact that women at the highest levels of leadership experience less push back 
than women with less positional power when they incorporate both agentic and communal ways 
to leading. The double bind still exists, especially for women in mid-level positions.  
I adopted the framework of women’s leadership as a way to explore the experience of 
women leaders at Christian colleges. Evangelical Christianity, at times, struggles with 
perpetuating a hierarchical, patriarchal view of gender (Hall et al., 2010). Feminist theory, paired 
with an exploration of the labyrinth women leaders experience along with how they balance 
agentic and communal traits, illuminated the ways in which participants experienced oppression 
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and specific cultural expectations regarding gender roles as they navigated the context of 
Christian higher education as leaders.  
Summary 
 My study centered on understanding the experience of women leaders in student 
development and how they navigated their careers within Christian colleges. Individuals crafted 
a professional and leadership identity influenced by many things, including religious beliefs. 
Using a feminist lens, my study worked to expose, interrogate, and understand why women 
student development leaders at Christian colleges choose this particular path and what happens 
to them once they enter the labyrinth. How do women leaders in student affairs describe their 
journey to leadership within this specific context?  How do participants perceive their gender 
affecting their interactions with others? What helps or hinders their journey and their leadership 
along the way? By examining the context and the factors contributing to their leadership journey, 
I began to uncover what women and institutions can do to support women as they lead in this 
arena. 
  
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
46 
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
The moment a woman comes home to herself, the moment she knows that she has become 
a person of influence, an artist of her life, a sculptor of her universe, a person with rights 
and responsibilities who is respected and recognized, the resurrection of the world 
begins. – Joan Chittister 
 
In this study, qualitative methods exposed the what and how of the participants’ 
experience more effectively than quantitative methodologies might. A researcher’s 
epistemological point of view influences the construction of their study and the interpretation of 
the data collected. I offer a brief discussion of my own epistemological perspective followed by 
an explanation of the methodological choice of case study for this research project. I provide an 
overview of my particular stance and explain how it connects to my theoretical framework and 
chosen methodology (Crotty, 1998). This analysis includes an exploration of the strengths and 
limitations of my approach. 
Qualitative Research 
The purpose of my study centered on gaining an understanding of the experience of a 
specific group of people who shared a common role within a particular context, specifically 
Christian colleges. The very particularities of the participants and my desire to examine how they 
navigated their roles lent itself to using a qualitative approach. My study sought to uncover and 
understand the context and the people involved from their own vantage point and in their own 
words, both hallmarks of qualitative research (Patton, 2015). It was not enough to know the 
number of women leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges or compare those women to 
others in the field. I wanted to understand and shed light on their lived experience; to understand 
it from the inside out. This epistemological stance, then, informed my decision to use a 
qualitative, constructivist approach and case study as a methodology.   
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 In simple terms, quantitative research tests and counts observable things while qualitative 
research works to understand the how and what of those things (whether seen or not) (Creswell 
& Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). Qualitative research concerns itself with illuminating, identifying, 
and understanding a particular phenomenon. Different researchers choose to emphasize different 
points; however, most start from the assumption that the researcher acts as the instrument of 
inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). Patton (2015) described how 
qualitative research unmasks the numbers so that we might understand their essence. Creswell 
and Poth (2018) focused on an interpretive theoretical approach which seeks to understand “the 
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 8). Qualitative research 
incorporates the voice and perspective of the participants while using both inductive and 
deductive means to examine a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). All of this serves to 
acknowledge the complexity of knowing and understanding (Crotty, 1998). Qualitative research 
works to understand and uncover what things mean in their natural setting and how people make 
sense of them (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
 The foundation of qualitative research rests on understanding a researcher’s own 
epistemological and theoretical bent (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). My 
perspective aligns with the belief that humans socially construct knowledge and meaning. People 
create meaning and understand the world by being in relationship with one another and the 
natural world. We assign meaning and interpret the world according to what we learn through 
relationships. Accordingly, multiple points of view about truth and reality exist as each of us 
bring different experiences which we interpret via interactions with one another. Unlike a 
positivist point of view, I hold that one can make no claims of a Truth with a capital “T,” but 
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many truths hold equal merit based on an individual’s own experience (Crotty, 1998; Patton, 
2015).  
A qualitative researcher’s role uncovers how this collective meaning gets generated. As a 
researcher, I played a significant role in interacting with the participants, working to uncover, 
interpret, and understand their experience. This shared understanding emerged through collecting  
data using interviews, observations, and reviewing documents (e.g. speeches, departmental 
mission statements, organizational charts). From there, I constructed what it meant to be a 
woman leader in this specific shared context and used the findings to illuminate the experience, 
and now invite others in the field to apply the findings to their setting. An emergent and fluid 
design, a hallmark of qualitative research, provided ample opportunity to follow where the 
participants led me. It required an “openness of inquiry” (Patton, 2015, p. 11) to understand the 
context and how things function. This openness meant adopting an attitude of curiosity as I built 
a picture of the experience of this group of women leaders.  
Case Study Research 
I chose to use case study as my methodology for this research project. Case study 
research helps a researcher to understand a whole system, event, program, or experience. Its 
usefulness becomes apparent when a researcher cannot control the phenomenon being studied 
(Merriam, 2009). Creswell and Poth (2018) defined case study research as: 
A qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary 
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, 
in-depth data collection involving multiple-sources of information (e.g. observations, 
interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports), and reports a case 
description and case themes. (p. 97; emphasis in the original) 




Merriam’s (2009) definition expanded these ideas by emphasizing the need to clearly define the 
limits of the study. Case study research carefully considers how to select a specific case to ensure 
the case, rather than the activity around it, grounds the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
Effective case studies clearly define the boundaries of the phenomenon studied and 
determine the unit of analysis (Baskarada, 2014; Merriam, 2009; Yazan, 2015). The unit of 
analysis is not the topic of the investigation itself, but the single entity studied, whether a person, 
program, community, or policy (Merriam, 2009). In my study, the units of analysis are women 
leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges. Another key element of case study research 
focuses on the specific context. This type of research requires describing the focus of the study in 
complete, complex detail so the reader can get inside the phenomena (Merriam, 2009; Yazan, 
2015). My study explored the institutional context through observations, mission statements and 
organizational charts to describe the nuance within the setting where each woman leads. 
Other types of qualitative research define the topic being studied, while a bounded system 
defines case study research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Harrison et al. (2017) further refined the 
definition to include “the essential requisite for employing case study research stems from one’s 
motivation to illuminate understanding of complex phenomena” (para. 28). My research question 
examined multiple institutional settings along with individual women’s professional and personal 
experiences as they related to leadership, career decision-making, and religious beliefs. The very 
complexity of my questions lent itself to using case study as a methodology. Case study research 
facilitates an exploration of multifaceted questions while employing multiple methods to 
understand the phenomenon.  
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Case study research uses a particularistic, heuristic bounded system with thick 
descriptions to explore the phenomena (Merriam, 2009; Yazan, 2015). A bounded system means 
to “fence in” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43) what gets studied. As noted by Merriam (2009), case studies 
work with clearly finite amounts of data. At a certain point in my study, I came to the end of the 
possible number of participants with the profile I hoped to study. There were only so many 
Christian colleges to visit and only so many women leaders at those institutions to observe and 
interview.  
Case study research uses a variety of methods to examine and understand the how and 
what of a phenomenon through interviews, observations, and reviewing documents and artifacts 
(Baskarada, 2014; Merriam, 2009). Harrison et al. (2017) detailed the evolution of case study 
research and its usefulness for educational research due to its thick descriptions and organized 
approach to inquiry. Case study research furthers the reader’s own understanding of a specific 
situated context from which applications can be made (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). It 
generates new understanding about the phenomenon as a result of people reading and interacting 
with the findings (Yazan, 2015). Case studies may be exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory 
with the goal of generating a theory to explain the phenomena (Baskarada, 2014). The 
comprehensive nature of case study research brings together multiple methods to guide data 
collection and analysis of a single entity.  
Case study research can be historical, intrinsic, or multi-site (Merriam, 2009). A multi-
site case study is a collection of individual cases who “share a common characteristic or 
condition” (Merriam, 2009, p. 49). In this study, I used a multi-site approach since I interviewed 
women at several different institutions. The characteristic common across participants came from 
their role as women leaders in student affairs within a specific context: Christian colleges. The 
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three elements central to the case were being a woman, leading a student development 
department or division, and working at a Christian college and created the boundaries for the 
case. An underlying assumption remained that this group of women share common experiences 
because of their professional roles and setting.  
Using case study as my approach provided the opportunity to examine, explore, and 
interpret the women’s experiences, their institutional settings, and how those intersected and 
interacted with one another. If I chose only to focus on how the women make meaning out of 
their roles or setting, I would not need to understand the cultural context or educational milieu in 
which they lead. However, I made the assumption that both matter to how these women lead and 
navigate their careers in student affairs. The parameters of case study research clearly defined the 
focus of the study and its limits. Using a qualitative approach created space for the researcher to 
examine and understand the case in its natural setting by the people experiencing it firsthand. 
Limitations of Case Study Research 
 Merriam (2009) outlined the key limitations of case study research. First, case study 
research requires a great deal of time and resources to create thick descriptions about the 
phenomenon studied. At the same time, the length of the descriptions may also make findings 
less actionable since it is so context-specific. Case study research also requires a certain level of 
sensitivity and awareness by the researcher that may not always be present in order to combat 
biases. There remains disagreement about whether case study research is a methodology or a 
method, along with the procedures required for case study research (Harrison et al., 2017) . In 
my study, I argue case study research acts as a methodology while my methods are interviews 
and observations. According to Yazan (2015), Stake (1995) concurs with Merriam (1998) in 
advocating for a more fluid, emergent design while Yin (2002) argues for a more structured 
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approach to collecting data and testing hypotheses and theories. Finally, as with many qualitative 
approaches, the generalizability of the findings limits their applicability. 
Institutional Review Board 
Ethical considerations in selecting participants focus on consent, minimizing harm and 
equity (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and 
Behavioral Research, 1979). As a researcher, I completed training in and passed the certification 
process for using human participants in a research study through the Collaborative Institutional 
Training Initiative (Appendix A). The following section outlines my steps to ensure this study 
maintained the ethical principles required to conduct research. I received approval from the 
University of St Thomas’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure the study met the St. 
Thomas requirements before starting any data collection. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, an 
amendment to my original data collection plan was granted by the Institutional Review Board 
along with an extension.   
Potential Risks 
One potential risk comes from storing information, transcripts, and notes during the 
project. The records of this study were kept confidential and stored in locked, password-
protected places. I retained confidentiality by not including any identifying information of 
participants in anything published. The types of records collected included audio and video 
recordings, transcripts, codebook, master lists of information (e.g. participant demographic 
information, contact information) and computer records. This information was stored in a 
password-protected file on a cloud-based server for the duration of the study. It will be destroyed 
once the project is complete. Only my advisor and I have access to this information in its raw 
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form. All handwritten notes were typed as soon as possible and any original documents kept in a 
locked file in my home office and destroyed (shredded/deleted) once the study is complete.  
Though I aimed to do everything I could to protect a participant’s confidentiality, state 
law and ethical standards require that I reported any disclosure of a clear and imminent danger or 
harm to participants or others to appropriate local or state authorities. All signed consent forms 
will be kept for a minimum of three years once the study is completed. Institutional Review 
Board officials at the University of St. Thomas have the right to inspect all research records for 
researcher compliance purposes. These steps help to ensure participants’ information remains 
secure and confidential. 
One other concern comes from ensuring equitable treatment of all participants. This 
means being fair about how participants are selected. The potential participants did not belong to 
a vulnerable population and no undue burden was placed on them for participating. Any 
additional possible field issues were addressed as the study evolved. Researchers need to make 
every attempt to mitigate ethical issues by adhering to the standards outlined by the Institutional 
Review Board. However, not every scenario can be anticipated and requires vigilance on the part 
of the researcher to constantly be checking to ensure the study aligns with the guidelines. In this 
case, I made adjustments to my data collection plan due to travel restrictions which emerged in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic in Spring 2020. Rather than using audio recordings only for 
interviews, I switched to use video recordings via Zoom for interviews. 
Researcher Experience and Bias  
 As a researcher, I came to these questions acutely aware of my experience and history 
and how they intersect with my study. I tried to walk the line of being both an insider and an 
outsider as I explored the Christian college and student affairs profession as a context. A danger 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
54 
existed that I might be blinded by assumptions about the cultural context or the experience of 
participants. I value many things about Christian higher education and recognize that my story 
provided a unique perspective to my study. My own biography reflects one challenge as well as 
the choice to use a qualitative methodology. To understand potential areas of conflict, I engaged 
in ongoing self-reflection in order to examine my own story while incorporating my plan to 
practice “empathetic neutrality” (Patton, 2015, p. 70) with participants. The first step was to 
examine my family’s history in relation to Christian colleges.  
 My parents met at Wheaton College and taught at two different Christian colleges for 
over 40 years. As a child, I grew up knowing faculty, staff and students and feeling that campus 
was an extension of home. For the first ten years of my life, our family lived in a residence hall 
and my parents acted as  “dorm parents” to 35 young men. As a young child, I often played 
softball or soccer with my sister and the residents in the field outside our residence hall. Our 
family regularly participated in campus life such as attending soccer games, going to plays or 
eating in the cafeteria. The churches we attended were filled with faculty and staff from each 
institution and in one case, the church was physically located on campus. The Christian college 
context wrapped itself around my family. 
Each night, I watched my parents grade papers and prepare lectures. At dinner, my dad 
discussed collaborative research projects with colleagues at other Christian colleges. My mom 
nurtured the women in her male-dominated department and modeled how to balance being a 
teacher, administrator, church-leader, wife and mother. My parents openly discussed the 
challenges and joys of working in a Christian college setting. They could not imagine being 
anywhere else.  
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When I decided to attend college, I had only one choice: a Christian college. I chose 
Gordon College, another Christian college, eight hours away from home. I attended public 
school until college, so this change felt significant. I took my faith seriously and participated in 
Church youth group and activities but being immersed in a Christian school was different. As a 
student, the challenge became integrating my faith with my academics. I explored the meaning of 
biblical truth and how to apply it to the challenges facing the world. I struggled at times with 
being neither conservative nor liberal. The moderate middle ground often felt lonely, especially 
when it came to theological issues. Thankfully mentors and faculty stood alongside me as I 
wrestled with defining my own faith and voice.  
After I graduated from my undergraduate institution, I worked at two other Christian 
colleges. I found the experience of being a young staff member within the student affairs division 
challenging. I grew exponentially through both experiences but at the end, I chose to leave 
higher education as a field. I look back and wonder if I did the right thing. My professional 
identity developed through graduate school and my first job in student affairs. I call myself an 
educator first because I learned early on the importance of valuing the learning experiences that 
happen outside a classroom. My professional training could potentially create issues if I assumed 
I understood the participants’ leadership journey simply by being in the same field. My own 
understanding and definition of the role of student affairs within the institution creates another 
potential blind spot. Participants may define their professional identities in a different way. 
Careful and thick descriptions of the culture being studied, including how participants expressed 
their professional identity remained an important task.  
My biography reflects just one part of the story. My social identities as a straight, White, 
middle-class, educated, Christian woman require me to examine critically how I interpret the 
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Christian college context. I consider myself a moderate theologically and politically; 
understanding the dynamics of the evangelical world while not being part of it presents a 
challenge. Not all Christian women experience or define what it means to be a woman or sexism 
in the same way. I needed to be attuned to the potential that I might interpret sexism where the 
participants themselves do not interpret it in such a way. My own experience as a woman and a 
leader influenced how I interpreted the experience and culture of the study’s participants.  
In light of this, an important step became engaging in member-checking to confirm how 
participants defined and made meaning from their experiences themselves, not simply my 
interpretation of it (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Member-checking 
involved asking participants to review the initial findings to ensure the accuracy of the 
information (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described this step as taking 
the data back to participants to see if it “rings true” (p. 246). I invited participants to read both 
the initial transcript of the interview along with the initial analysis to ensure I captured the 
participants’ meaning accurately.  
Finally, my understanding of Christian scriptures also influenced my view of the 
appropriate role for women in leadership within a Christian context. I no longer participate in an 
evangelical faith community, yet still consider myself to be a practicing Christian. Understanding 
the nuances of each participant’s particular campus setting was important. During interviews, I 
clarified and asked questions to check my assumptions and to ensure I understood the different 
dynamics at play on campus, especially with regard to gender and theology as it related to 
evangelicalism. 
As anticipated, I found that some of the women held different beliefs and values about 
the role of women in the church and in the family. I believe the Christian scriptures advocate for 
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and reflect an egalitarian, rather than complementarian, view of gender roles. These two 
opposing theological viewpoints emerged in discussions with participants. Complementarianism 
supports the idea that God created men to rule over women while egalitarianism promotes the 
belief men and women are equal and sexism is a result of sin, not the natural order of things 
(Giles, 2018). I worked at being open to women who express different theological perspectives 
than my own. In some cases, participants did not interpret or see an issue with gender where I 
did. Framing the inquiry in such a way that welcomed a diversity of viewpoints and allowed 
participants to tell their own story from their own perspective became an important step in 
recruiting and validating the experience of participants.  
Thick descriptions of the culture studied and use of multiple sources of data (e.g. 
interviews, observations, and reviewing artifacts like organizational charts, speeches) also 
created additional opportunities for practicing mindfulness (Patton, 2015). In addition, the 
structure of the study ensured participants’ identities remained anonymous while the analysis 
reflected their individual and collective voice. I used purposeful and snowball sampling to 
identify participants using a variety of methods, including contacts within the Council for 
Christian Colleges and Universities along with the Association for Christians in Student 
Development. The strategies outlined above provided opportunities for me to engage in continual 
reflexivity throughout the study.  
Recruitment and Selection of Participants and Settings 
 Qualitative researchers typically use purposeful sampling procedures, rather than random 
sampling, when identifying participants for a study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Merriam and 
Tisdell (2016) affirmed Patton’s contention that participants should be selected for being 
“information-rich” (Patton, 2015 as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). Case study 
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research often involves a two-step sampling process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The first step is 
to identify the case (or the bounded system) and then establish a criteria for determining which 
people, observations, and documents to include for analysis as it is not possible to include 
everything (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018).  
For my study, the cases were Christian colleges defined as members of the Council for 
Christian Colleges and Universities, and the second tier selected were all women with senior 
leadership roles as student affairs or student development professionals at these institutions. 
These individuals provided important context in understanding the landscape of Christian higher 
education. I used a purposeful approach along with snowball and convenience sampling to 
identify participants and individual cases.  
 My first step was to identify how large the pool of possible women leaders and colleges 
would be. Using information available from the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities 
website, I reviewed the list of member institutions (as of November 2019) and read through each 
college’s websites to identify the vice president or dean of students. I created an excel 
spreadsheet to track whether an institution had a man or woman as the senior student affairs 
officer (vice president and/or dean of students). If a woman did not hold either title, I identified 
whether there was a woman in another senior level role at the assistant or associate level dean. I 
also mapped where I had established connections to the list of potential participants. At the start 
of my study, I planned to focus on colleges located mainly in the Midwest. However, upon 
reviewing the list of potential participants, I realized I had additional connections with women 
serving colleges on the east and west coast. Therefore, I expanded my list of participants and 
institutions to include a wider network.  
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 After developing a list of potential participants, I began reaching out to my own contacts 
within the Christian college network to request their involvement as participants. In my pilot 
study, I connected with the executive director of the Association of Christians in Student 
Development. She previously served as an interim vice president of student life at a Christian 
college in the Midwest. She connected me to other potential participants during an annual 
conference. Another personal contact connected me to a woman vice president of student 
development at another school in the Midwest who served on the Council for Christian Colleges 
and Universities Student Affairs committee. She also introduced me to other potential 
participants and supported my efforts at snowball sampling.  
My final step was to participate in a women’s leadership session at the annual 
Association for Christians in Student Development conference in the summer of 2019. This 
gathering enabled me to identify other potential participants. I met with the outgoing president of 
the organization (a woman) who indicated she was interested in learning more about the project 
and helped connect me to others in the organization. I also networked with other more mid-level 
women leaders and listened to their stories of where they were in their careers. The women I 
spoke with expressed interest in learning more about my project as their own experience 
resonated with the questions I planned to ask in my study.  
Using these different strategies, I identified an initial list of 20 potential participants who  
I approached via email and phone to ask for their participation (Appendix B for script). In some 
of the cases, another participant or contact either made a direct introduction on my behalf or I 
simply emailed them and referenced who recommended them to me. Once I received 
confirmation the participant was interested in learning more about the project, I sent a formal 
letter of introduction (Appendix B) which outlined the research project and included the consent 
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forms. This form changed over time to include statements related to the use of video rather than 
audio to record the interview once the Covid-19 pandemic happened. A revised version of my 
consent form and script were approved by the IRB. I provided an opportunity for participants to 
ask any questions before formally being selected for inclusion in the study.  
I tracked all contact using an Excel spreadsheet. This step created an audit trail to 
document different stages of data collection along with noting tasks in my project journal. My 
initial plan was to interview and observe between 10 to 12 women. In the end, I ended up 
interviewing 13 participants which is when I reached the point of saturation, defined as “when 
continued data collection produces no new information or insights into the phenomenon you are 
studying” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 199). Creswell and Poth (2018) describe saturation as 
building a narrative which connects categories of data together until no further insights emerge 
from the data. The 13 participants reflected a large enough and diverse enough group for patterns 
across experiences to emerge. Prior to the pandemic, interviews consisted of visiting with each 
participant at their home campus and in the community along with visiting campus to better 
understand their specific context. Of the 13 participants, I was able to visit with four in person 
with the remaining nine interviews conducted without observations.  
 One important consideration when using snowball sampling became protecting the 
identities of the participants. Using pseudonyms and keeping identifying details anonymous 
became especially important. Due to the relatively small community of institutions and women 
leaders, I needed to take care to protect the details of the participants’ stories. In order to achieve 
this, I asked each participant to read and review their transcript. They also had the opportunity to 
review the findings to ensure that information they wished to remain private did so. This member 
checking also ensured the accuracy of the interpretation, an important element of validation 
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within qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I aggregated quantitative information such 
as demographics, professional titles and training, and marital status. Coding themes also helped  
to aggregate the data across individuals, rather than tie a piece of data to a specific participant.  
Context and Setting 
 The study examined the experience of women leaders within a particular educational 
context and setting. At the start of data collection, I planned that each individual case would 
involve an interview, observation of the campus environment, and review of important 
institutional documents including mission, vision, values, and theological statements. Patton 
(2015) noted the importance of the researcher experiencing and describing the physical 
environment to facilitate understanding and analysis of the phenomena. Due to the pandemic, I 
was only able to visit four campuses and participants in person. The remaining nine participants 
provided data through interviews and document reviews only.  
 The institutions where participants work are small, residential liberal arts Christian 
colleges with membership in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. Institutions 
were located in California, Georgia, Kentucky, Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and 
Texas. Their student populations vary from around 900 students to over 4,000 students. The 
students reflect an overwhelmingly White, middle class, traditional aged (18-22 years old) 
student profile. The colleges are largely residential and emphasize majors in both liberal and 
applied arts.  
Several institutions were founded by specific Protestant denominations and all explicitly 
state their Christian beliefs and theological assumptions in material found online. In many cases, 
institutions require employees to sign a covenant stating their agreement with the institution’s 
theological beliefs. Christian colleges often require students to take theology courses, attend 
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chapel daily or weekly, and talk about how to integrate a Christian worldview into a particular 
discipline. In all cases, the institutions emphatically own their religious identity and use it to 
market the unique educational experience students gain by attending.  
The women in this study navigate through these settings. The holistic nature of the 
education provided by Christian colleges often mean that faculty and staff invest their whole 
selves to the endeavor. It is not simply about educating a student in a particular field, but 
education that supports the student’s whole interpersonal development. Every moment, whether 
in the residence hall, the library, or the classroom, becomes a teachable moment because of the 
intimate nature of the teaching and learning environment. Faculty and staff concern themselves 
with not just a particular discipline, but the whole self. The expectations of leadership become 
enormous as they work to educate the whole student while living up to Christian ideals. 
The role of student development within Christian colleges also evolved over time to 
become more professional with an increasing emphasis on student learning, not simply student 
care (Loy & Painter, 1997). Akin to the evolution of the profession within secular institutions, 
Christian institutions moved with the trends in higher education often choosing the term “student 
development” as an overarching idea because of its emphasis on the whole student (Loy & 
Painter, 1997). The Association for Christians in Student Development (ACSD) serves as the 
organizing and coordinating body for student development staff at Christian colleges and other 
types of institutions. It began when two deans of women at two Bible Colleges came together for 
prayer and encouragement (Johnstone, 2012). Over time the group grew to include over 150 
members and a similar organization for deans of men began. Over time, the two organizations 
merged to become what it is today.  
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The history of an organization matters in its present. The information about ACSD 
highlights the pivotal role women played in its founding and leadership. However, 40 years of 
history is missing from the organization’s website (Association of Christians in Student 
Development, n.d., History section). It stops with the merger of the two organizations in 1980. 
The narrative written by Johnstone (n.d.) left out any further significant events or leadership. 
Several former presidents of the association are women; however, no other publicly accessible 
documents indicate the role of women leaders as the organization continued to evolve and in its 
current format.  
As the professional organization representing a wide spectrum of leaders in student 
development at Christian colleges, the Association of Christians in Student Development plays 
an important role in cultivating leaders. The lack of details led me to ask more questions. The 
organization also reflects back the values and interests of its membership. If women played such 
a significant role in its founding in the 1950s, where are all the women now? A short answer can 
be found in the titles of the two original organizations: Deans of Women or Deans of Men. More 
leadership opportunities existed when the care of students was apportioned by gender. Before 
going further, I acknowledge this dichotomy is problematic and does not align with more 
nuanced understandings of gender or an increasingly complex campus environment. However, 
for an evangelical Christian context where gender is more traditionally defined, the fact that 
more women led 60 years ago matters. It also played into the challenges of having a relatively 
small pool of potential participants upon which to draw.  
Data Collection  
Case study research involves collecting a variety of data through a number of methods 
including interviews, document reviews, and observations. A key aspect to data collection 
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involves triangulating the data to confirm its validity and reliability. Yin (2018) advocated for 
the creation of a case study database which is "a formal assembly of evidence, distinct from the 
final case study report, containing all of your case study notes, the documents and tabular 
materials from the field, and your preliminary narratives or memos about the data" (p. 110). This 
database enables the researcher to document and ensure data gets collected with fidelity and 
accuracy.  
To begin, participants were invited to join the study and completed a consent form. 
Observations took place on campuses and at professional gatherings of women student 
development leaders. Finally, documents were examined to better understand the context of 
Christian higher education and the women’s own expressions of leadership. Consent for use of 
documents and observations were gathered prior to the start of interviews and observations.  
All of the study’s participants signed consent forms which outlined the purpose of the 
study, how their data would be stored and used, along with the voluntary nature of the project 
(Appendix B). The consent forms also outlined potential risks along with the fact that the 
participant could withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants were not coerced in any way 
and only needed to share what they felt comfortable sharing during the interview process. 
Identifying information (e.g. name, title, institution) were removed or masked and pseudonyms 
used.  
Each participant provided consent and was invited to review the transcript to edit out any 
potentially sensitive parts of their narrative. The main risk for participants came in the potential 
to be identified along with sharing details about their lives and experiences, which can bring up 
strong emotion. The consent form included information about counseling resources in  case it 
would be necessary for participants to access additional support. 




 In preparing for this project, I conducted a small pilot study to test out all three of my 
data collection methods. I began by creating a spreadsheet with a list of possible Christian 
colleges from which to recruit participants and reviewing their websites to see which institutions 
have women leaders in student development. From there, I noted any personal or professional 
connections I might have with potential participants to be included in the case study. I reached 
out to a personal contact to see who within Christian higher education might know if there was 
similar work being done on this topic. From that contact, I was able to connect via phone with 
several people to get a sense of the Christian higher education landscape as it relates to my 
question. I logged each individual email or phone call in a contacts spreadsheet and included the 
date, type of outreach (e.g.. email exchange, phone call) and any further results (e.g. connection 
to someone else, access to a document).  
My second step involved interviewing two student affairs professionals to test the 
interview protocol. One participant leads a student affairs department but not at a Christian 
institution, while the other participant met both criteria of leading a student development 
department at a Christian college. One was recruited through a professional connection and one 
was a former colleague. Each provided consent to be interviewed and recorded. The interviews 
were transcribed and each received a copy of the transcript. I started to code the interviews and 
identify potential themes. During the interviews, I realized the need to explicitly ask about the 
intersection of faith and professional identity.  
 I also observed a group of women student affairs professionals at a regional conference. 
During a breakfast, the conversation naturally turned to the challenges women face in navigating 
their career on a college campus. As a participant-observer, I listened carefully to the 
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conversation as it swirled around a few topics, always coming back to what it meant to be a 
woman in this space. After the meal ended, I wrote down my observations and tried to capture 
the gist of what each woman shared. I typed up the observation later in the day (Appendix D). 
 Finally, I reviewed the mission and history of the Association of Christians in Student 
Development on its website which involved reading and noting questions the text raised for me. 
In doing so, I reached out to the author to ask for additional clarification about the organization’s 
history after 1980. As a result, we corresponded and Dr. Johnstone emailed additional 
documentation from the organization’s archives for me to review. I reached out to the 
organization to receive additional consent to use the archived data (which included meeting 
minutes and correspondence) in my research project. Taken together, the pilot study allowed me 
to practice data collection and analysis to further refine my project.  
Interviews 
The main data collection method I used was a semi-structured interview with all 13 
participants. As described earlier, I recruited 13 participants using snowball sampling and 
connections made through the Association of Christians in Student Development membership. 
Where possible, the interviews were conducted in person and recorded using a digital recorder. 
Once the pandemic prevented travel, I shifted to use Zoom video to record the interviews. The 
interviews followed a semi-structured format and lasted approximately one to one and a half 
hours (Appendix C). I worked with participants to schedule a time and location convenient to 
them. Of the four in-person interviews, three took place on campus while one took place at a 
restaurant. The remaining nine interviews took place both at participants’ homes and their 
offices, depending on their preference.  
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The interviews began with a few warm-up questions that situated the interviewee in their 
personal and professional history before turning to focus on issues specific to leadership, gender, 
and student affairs within Christian higher education. I took a few handwritten notes during the 
interviews and afterward, typed and stored individual files along with the transcript for each 
participant in a separate folder along with creating an individual folder on OneDrive. For 
interviews conducted in person, I transcribed the interview verbatim through listening to the 
recording multiple times in order to capture the interview in full. For interviews recorded via 
Zoom, a transcript was auto-generated. However, I found the auto-generated script often missed 
words, substituted words which resulted in unintelligible grammar or simply misunderstood the 
participant. I corrected the auto-generated transcript by listening through each interview and 
edited the transcript as I went to ensure for accuracy.    
Participants’ files also included documentation of interactions with the project including 
preparation, scheduling, collection of consent forms, review and approval of the interview 
transcript, and follow-up. During interviews, any emerging themes or connections with other 
participants were noted on the margins of the handwritten notes for later review. I used the notes 
to prompt follow up questions after the interview when needed.  
Documents 
I included document review as a second form of data. Broadly defined, documents come 
from a variety of sources and formats including websites, archives, and speeches which 
documented participants’ leadership and professional journeys along with documents which 
provided insight into the institutional dynamics at play. I asked participants to share documents 
as part of the invitation to participate in the study. The consent form included a description of the 
type of documents I hoped to review. Any documentation participants choose to share was also 
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included for analysis. The study included the review and examination of websites, blogs, online 
journals, speeches, written statements or other publicly available media as it related to the 
individual case. Two participants had contributed chapters in the same book, three had published 
articles, and one had been interviewed on a higher education podcast. Five participants provided 
organizational charts which helped me understand institutional factors which influenced 
participants career advancement and access to decision-makers within the institution. I also 
reviewed institutional faith or theological statements, mission statements and other website 
material which outlined the values of the institutions represented by each participant. In all, I 
reviewed 51 separate documents.  
Observations 
 Finally, I conducted four in-person observations of participants enacting leadership on 
campus. I participated in large and small group meetings, campus events, and community events 
as well. In visiting with Wendy, I observed her lead a small, senior leadership team staff meeting 
and joined her at a women’s leadership luncheon celebrating her college’s women’s mentoring 
program.  Her office is located just down the hall from the Provost, a key campus partner, and in 
the same building where the president’s office is. During my visit with Rachel, I observed her 
facilitate her student development team meeting along with walking across campus to attend 
chapel. After chapel, I observed Rachel as she met informally with students, staff, and faculty in 
the foyer of the church. Her office, housed in a small suite, is situated within the library near the 
center of campus.  
During my visit with Debra, I observed her participate on an athletics-related conference 
call with colleagues at other institutions along with her president and other executive leaders. 
Debra also took me on a campus tour and drove around the neighborhood to get a feel for the 
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community. Her office sits on the second floor of the student union and is adjacent to the 
spiritual life offices. Her window looks out over the center of campus. I spent time in the library 
as well observing students and getting a sense of the campus environment.  
Finally, I visited with Hannah right as her institution was determining whether to close 
for the pandemic. During my time with Hannah, I observed her lead a student affairs leadership 
meeting along with observing the dynamics of a busy student development office as students and 
staff came in and out of the suite during a difficult day. Her office is located in the first building 
any guest sees when they step onto campus.  I also took a self-guided tour of campus and spent 
time sitting in the student union and the library.  
All of these activities helped me develop rich, thick descriptions of the context and this 
set of leaders. In doing so, I examined the overt and subtle ways power and ideas about gender 
within the Christian college context exert influence on the physical environment. Observations 
also provided an opportunity to examine how participants negotiated agentic and communal 
leadership in action. Observations also help uncover how power and access get expressed 
through the physical make-up of campus. The proximity of each participant to the president, to 
students, and to staff demonstrated how others interpret their power.  
Data Analysis  
 Data analysis began with field work by organizing notes and reflections during data 
collection (Patton, 2015). This information became the basis for a case database. The research 
question and literature offered a theoretical framework to start to make sense of the data 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Yin (2018) outlined a series of steps for data analysis process which 
include looking for patterns across different data sources, assigning categories to data and 
creating a matrix to organize data. Using an iterative approach during the data collection phase, I 
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began to create a list of codes. Next, I provide an overview of the process of creating codes, a 
codebook, visual representations of codes and excerpts which I used to assess the data, tracking 
how often activities happened, and documenting the chronology of the case.  
Data collection occurred between January 2020 and November 2020 through interviews, 
observations, and document review. After the interviews and observations, participants reviewed 
transcripts and observation notes for accuracy. As I began organizing documents, I used open 
coding (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to read through the first participant’s documents and 
generated a list of potential codes. Next, I read their transcript and used line-by-line coding 
(Bazeley, 2013) to create a beginning list of 47 codes using Dedoose software. I highlighted 
excerpts and began to define individual codes and noted concepts in the margins of individual 
documents.  
Coding Process 
The code list included key repeated words or phrases the participant emphasized during 
the interview. The initial line-by-line coding led me to identify in vivo codes using the 
participants’ own words to create codes (Bazeley, 2013). For example, the first participant used 
the phrase “dismantling my personhood” several times to describe the negative influence former 
supervisors had on her professional development. Other codes included phrases such as 
“leadership gifts,” “calling,” “relational leadership,” “collaboration,” “decision-making,” and 
“managing motherhood.”   
Next, I read through the remaining transcripts, making notes and creating excerpts of text 
in Dedoose. I also created memos in my project journal as patterns, similarities, and differences 
between participants emerged. I generated additional codes through reviewing departmental and 
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university-wide organizational documents along with mission and faith statements for each 
institution. By the end of coding, I generated a list of 211 codes applied 2,027 times.   
The large list of codes resulted in the nuances of individual stories remaining obscured. I 
reviewed the code list and began to identify and combine codes which belonged together 
conceptually. I further refined the code list into eleven broad categories. This allowed me to see 
how codes worked together and fleshed out what was significant to participants. I whittled down 
the codes by reading through excerpts to see how the codes aligned together across participants 
and to identify outliers (those codes which did not fit anywhere else). I began to identify the 
dimensional structure (Bazeley, 2013, p. 164) in the data, noting differences and similarities 
between participants and noted those in my project journal.  
Cross-Case Comparison and Coding 
The initial notes about similarities and differences led me to compare key questions from 
the interview protocols across participants. I examined the text, along with the codes already 
assigned, to see how each participant answered questions about their leadership style and the 
polices or practices which helped their development as leaders. I also compared the first job in 
student affairs participants had. I started to connect the text and codes into larger categories.  I 
looked for direct quotes or significant stories which further fleshed out these concepts.  Due to 
the homogeneity of the participants, I looked for commonalities and differences across answers 
and noted how vice presidents versus non-executive participants answered differently. Finally I 
drafted individual profiles of each participant to aid in the analysis between cases.   
The individual profiles illuminated the key ideas and characteristic of the participants. 
This step also helped me identify which codes needed to more precise definition. For example, 
one code, “Calling,” needed further definition to clarify what the participants meant.  This broad 
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code needed to be broken down conceptually to identify what participants meant by the term, 
how they described it, what characteristics were common across participants, and nuances of the 
idea. This step allowed me to clarify and create a boundary for the code. Next, I created a mind 
map for the broad categories to identify which of the codes began to answer my research 
questions.  I set aside codes which did not clearly link to answering the questions in my study. 
The broad categories linked codes across types of data (e.g. observation notes, transcript, 
documents) and participants. The categories were used to create a visual representations of the 
data and track the frequency of themes across data sources all in an effort to understand the 
totality of the case. 
 From the broad categories, I began to cluster common ideas into three themes: calling, 
juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. The 
themes were made up of several refined codes and their corresponding excerpts. I examined 
these excerpts and developed an outline of the central concepts for each theme. I created a mind 
map to document connections between ideas and themes. I identified key quotes and summarized 
key examples from participants to demonstrate each theme. The notes became the basis for the 
narrative around each theme. For one theme, Stages of Student Affairs Leadership, I designed a 
graphic to capture the key points of the theme. The use of a visual representation refined and 
synthesized the key concepts for readers to use and apply to their own context. It also helped me 
to review the data from a new perspective and determine if my conclusions were on the right 
track (Yin, 2018). Feedback from participants indicated the graphic clearly explained the central 
concepts and aligned with their own experience.  Finally, I created a table comparing all 13 
participants’ background and experience.  
Reliability and Validity 
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 Qualitative research is often criticized for its ability (or inability) to validate its findings 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Researchers with a positivist stance question the generalizability of 
qualitative methods because they do not use random sampling or controlled experiments 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015). Creswell and Poth (2018) considered validation “to be an 
attempt to assess the ‘accuracy’ of the findings as best described by the researcher, the 
participants, and the readers (or reviewers)” (p. 259). Inherent in their definition lies the belief 
that the results of qualitative researcher continue to be constructed and refined even after a study 
ends. In addition, Lincoln and Guba (2000) (cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018) also demonstrated 
the principle of trustworthiness through triangulation of data which leads to validity. 
 Researchers may choose a variety of validation strategies to ensure the integrity of the 
data and interpretation, with most selecting a combination of recognition of the researcher’s lens, 
participant’s lens which includes member-checking, and the reader’s lens such as an external 
audit (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I chose to confirm data through triangulating evidence (part of 
the researcher’s lens). I engaged participants in member-checking of both transcripts and the 
findings and themes. I shared an initial analysis of themes and codes with participants to ensure 
an accurate interpretation of data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This “consensual validation” 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 256) builds the case that the data gleaned from interviews is 
trustworthy and accurate. By combining the researcher’s and participant’s lens, I was able to 
affirm and corroborate the data collected and analyzed in the study.  
 The development of rich, thick descriptions also build validity within my study (Creswell 
& Poth, 2018). I created a vignette or summary of each case so that the findings could be applied 
to other settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). My final strategy for establishing validity came in 
recognizing my own positionality as a researcher. Throughout the study, I worked to check my 
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assumptions and used reflective journaling to examine how my own biases, experiences, and 
worldview influenced my understanding of the data. I worked with participants to develop a 
shared understanding of the data and checked for consistency in interpretation (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016).  
 Qualitative research methods provide numerous ways to ensure accurate collection and 
analysis of data. For my chosen methodology, case study research, additional elements influence 
whether a project’s findings are reliable and valid. Yin (2018) outlined several elements required 
for a case study to have validity. Characteristics include that the case study explores a significant 
topic, complete description of the case, accounting for different perspectives, incorporates 
enough information to determine it is good enough, and use of a fluid writing style (Yin, 2018). 
Creswell and Poth (2018) concurred but added the need to offer a rationale for the particular 
cases included in the study and articulating the themes identified. In either case, concern for the 
substantiveness and fidelity to the methodology remain central to establish validity in the study. I 
worked to ensure my methods and analysis incorporated these elements. 
Ethical Considerations 
 Qualitative researchers must consider a variety of ethical questions throughout their 
research study including relying too heavily on an individual ethics, training, and intelligence or 
on specific methods of inquiry (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015). Additional ethical 
considerations center on the participants in the study and ensuring no harm. Completing the 
Institutional Review Board process and receiving approval for my study acted as a critical first 
step. It also became important to balance my need to know with the individual’s right to privacy. 
One important task involved keeping participants’ identities private along with any aspect of 
their story they choose to be kept confidential. I worked to ensure that identifying data was kept 
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separate from any data reported and created a clear data management plan. Only participants 
who gave consent were included in the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
When I am in any way opposed, because men will hardly believe that what I declare has 
come from God, I seek solitude and pray to God, lamenting to Him that they to whom I 
speak will not readily believe me. When my prayer to God is ended, I hear a Voice that 
says to me: “Daughter of God, go, go, go; I will be thy helper, go!” and when I hear this 
voice, I have great joy; indeed, I would I could hear it always. -Joan of Arc 
 
My study examined the experience of senior women leaders in student affairs and their 
journey to leadership within the context of Christian higher education. I sought to understand 
how participants perceived their gender as affecting their interactions with others as leaders.   
Case study research aligned well with the research questions as it employs a variety of data 
sources to develop a picture of the complexity of the participants’ experience within their 
specific context. I collected data through interviews, observations, and reviewed documents 
about the participant and their institution. My data analysis yielded three themes: calling, 
juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. Each 
theme influenced the participants’ career advancement and development as leaders. This chapter 
profiles the 13 participants and their institutional context, and an analysis of the findings. 
Data Analysis Process  
 The data analysis process took place over several months in different stages and resulted 
in three themes. After data collection, I compiled notes from interviews, participant reviewed 
transcripts, observations and document reviews and organized these artifacts into a project 
database.  Next, I used in vivo and line by line coding to identify differences and similarities 
between participants. Over 200 codes emerged which I refined into eleven broad categories. 
From the broad categories, I began to cluster common ideas into three themes: calling, 
juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. I 
outlined the central concepts for each theme by combining similar codes and their corresponding 
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excerpts. I developed tables to compare participants’ answers to specific questions and coded and 
re-coded excerpts to further define each theme. I identified key quotes and summarized 
participants’ stories to explain each theme. The notes became the basis for the narrative around 
each theme. Finally, I created a table showing participants’ background and experience which 
further illuminated the themes. I compared by different identifiers (e.g. age, marital status, title) 
to see how those interacted with the themes. The iterative process of coding, refining, and 
comparing helped elucidate the participants’ experience as student affairs leaders in the Christian 
college context.  
Participant Profiles 
 Throughout the data analysis process, each participant’s story was combined with the 
others to create an overarching description of the experience of women leaders. Before focusing 
on individual participants and their specific context, I provide an overview of the demographics  
of participants as a whole group. A description of each participants and their respective 
institutions follows. A brief overview of how participants entered the field of student affairs is 
provided to illustrate commonalities across participants. Finally, it is important to note the names 
of participants and institutions have been changed to protect their identity.  
Demographics of Participants 
The 13 participants in my study represent ten different Christian colleges in various 
student affairs roles and also a relatively homogenous group. Participants ranged in age from late 
30s to early 60s and all identified as White. Three participants were single while nine were 
married. Eleven of the participants identified as mothers. Eight participants had earned 
doctorates while the other five had a Masters’ degree.  Two were engaged in doctoral study 
during data collection.  All participants had been in the field at least five years and in their 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
78 
current role at least one year. One participant, Wendy, had been in the field the longest at over 30 
years and another participant, Leah, was just one year into a new role. Two participants currently 
worked as consultants in higher education while the other eleven served in roles such as vice 
president for student life, dean of students, or director of student success. Finally, three 
participants were alumna of the institution they currently serve. Institutions ranged in size from 
900 students to 4,000 students. The colleges were located all across the United States with six 
situated in the Midwest. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants as a group.   
Table 1 
Demographic profile of participants and institutions 
Participant Profile 














Hannah 40s Doctorate 15-20 6 Married White 3,700 
Rachel 40s Masters 20-25 8 Married White 980 
Debra 60s Doctorate 20-25 14 Widowed White 3,400 
Susanna 40s Doctorate 26-30 6 Married White 1,600 
Wendy 60s Doctorate 35+ 6 Single White 1,300 
Leah 40s Doctorate 15-20 1 Married White N/A 
Allie 40s Masters 20-25 4 Married White 4,000 
Stephanie 40s Masters 15-20 3 Married White 2,700 
Jennifer 50s Doctorate 20-25 2 Married White N/A 
Madeline 40s Doctorate 10-15 7 Divorced White 2,000 
Thea 50s Doctorate 15-20 13 Married White 3,100 
Joy 40s Masters 15-20 3 Single White 900 
Carrie 40s Masters 5-10 5 Married White 920 
Note. Doctoral degrees include Doctor of Psychology (PsyD), Doctor of Education (EdD), 
Doctor of Ministry (DMin), and Doctor of Philosophy in higher education (PhD). 
 
First Job in Student Affairs 
The path participants took to work in Christian higher education followed different 
routes. Five participants started out in the field of student affairs immediately after graduating 
college. Their experience as undergraduate students in residence life influenced their decision to 
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pursue a career in the field. Eight participants began in a field other than higher education (e.g. 
ministry, social services, or business) right after college. The first job in student affairs for seven 
participants was working as a Resident Director or Assistant Resident Director. The other six 
participants began their careers in higher education in admissions, student activities, health and 
counseling, and academic administration. Of the women who achieved the vice president level, 
six out of the eight started their careers in residence life. The varied trajectories of participants 
illustrates there is no one single path to leadership or the field of student affairs.  
Background of Individual Participants 
The names of individual participants and the institutions they represent were changed to 
protect any identifying information. An overview of each participant’s background follows.  
Susanna. Susanna served as vice president for student life at an institution with 1,600 
students. She was an alumna of the college and began her student affairs career in residence life 
before taking on roles as a pastor and chaplain at other Christian colleges. She was recruited for 
the position by a woman president after a period of turmoil in the student life division of the 
university. She described her role as “mothering a university.”  
Wendy. Wendy’s career led her to serve three different Christian colleges after starting 
her career in camp ministry. She held the position of vice president for student life at two 
different institutions and spoke of the importance of developing a strong relationship with the 
president in her role.  Navigating through different supervisors, Wendy described one supervisor 
who “dismantled my personhood” which resulted in her learning to identify boundaries as a 
leader. Wendy served at institutions with 1,400 to 3,500 students located in both the Midwest 
and West Coast.  Her experience of three distinct organizational cultures shaped her leadership 
and career trajectory.  
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Hannah. As vice president for student life, Hannah found supportive supervisors and 
colleagues helped navigate through her feelings of the imposter syndrome.  She began her career 
in student activities before changing roles to become a faculty member.  Even though she was 
gifted administratively, Hannah did not have ambitions to serve in a senior leadership role. 
However, her current institution recruited her to apply for the vice president position. Hannah 
also shared how being questioned helped her see that having a heart “isn’t a liability” as a leader, 
something she struggled with as a young leader. Finally, the denomination which supported 
Hannah’s college heavily influenced organizational culture and how Hannah approached her 
leadership as well.  
 Leah. Leah’s career path started in music ministry, before she turned to higher education 
as a place to integrate her skills in training and mentoring young people. After serving two 
Christian colleges, Leah’s chose to step outside an institutional context to work as a higher 
education consultant. Throughout her career, Leah wrestled with whether she was in the right 
role or not. She worked to integrate her passion, skills, and experience to ensure that “nothing is 
wasted” professionally. At the time of our interview, Leah was finding her way to combine her 
passion for social justice with her expertise in training and writing.   
Jennifer.  At the time of data collection, Jennifer worked as a higher education 
consultant after working in residence life at two different institutions. She described the 
experience of working at two colleges with diverging perspectives and cultures regarding women 
in leadership. Jennifer described “getting a second education” at one college as it opened her 
eyes to what was possible as a woman leader. As a result, Jennifer grappled with aligning her 
more inclusive view of women with the reality of the institution she served. An alumna of the 
college, Jennifer lost her confidence in an environment which placed limits on the roles women 
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could play. As a result, she chose to leave the institution due to its strongly held traditional 
beliefs about gender roles. 
 Stephanie. Stephanie, a dean of student programs, identified strategies which helped her 
navigate the Christian college environment. She began her career in ministry before bringing her 
experience to admissions and special events. Along the way, Stephanie crafted a career in 
residence life, counseling, and student support. The organizational culture influenced how 
Stephanie approached her work and she sought to avoid becoming the “work wife” for male 
colleagues. She developed clear boundaries noting, “sometimes even if they're unaware, it 
creates this expectation that my role as a leader is to help them do their work... And I've had to 
really try to separate what is my work versus what is that work?” Stephanie wrestled with 
whether barriers she faced were intentional or not on the part of colleagues.  
Allie. Allie served as a dean of students and often found other women created an 
unsupportive, competitive environment. She also noted “the barriers to me were more subtle, day 
in, day out than this blame like someone tried to stop me from doing something.”  The everyday 
sexism Allie experienced often came in the form of men speaking up and over her in meetings.  
Allie worked at two different Christian colleges and noted she could not imagine doing student 
affairs work in a secular setting because of her own personal values.  
Thea. Thea’s career started out in residence life before she became a faculty member. 
After several years at her current institution, Thea was asked to apply for a vice president for 
student life role. She currently serves as the vice provost for student success and engagement. 
Throughout her career, Thea experienced overt sexism when employees resisted implementing 
her vision and often “man-splained” her job to her. Throughout her career, Thea pinpointed 
instances where her leadership was questioned as a woman, yet she found a way to manage “the 
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fire in my belly.” Being part of a president’s cabinet with 50-50 male/female representation 
afforded Thea an opportunity to develop her voice as a leader.  Thea’s institutional context where 
women leaders were actively mentored, recruited, and supported positively shaped her leadership 
journey. 
Joy. As vice president for student life, Joy shared examples of working with trustees who 
called her “God’s Princess” and other uncomfortable terms. Her self-described “bold” 
personality created both opportunities and barriers which she worked to overcome. Joy noted 
regional differences having worked at colleges (both Christian and secular) across the United 
States. She found supportive colleagues and a strong relationship with her president allowed her 
to grow and develop as a leader. Finally, Joy identified starting to consider the possibility of 
pursuing a presidential role in the future.   
Madeline. Madeline, a vice president for student life, began imagining a career in student 
affairs while still an undergraduate student. While she pursued a master’s degree and then a 
doctorate in higher education, Madeline balanced motherhood and changes in her marriage. An 
unexpected move led Madeline to her current institution.  Once there, she carved out a role and 
opened herself up to the possibility of more leadership. At the same time, Madeline described a 
male-dominated organizational culture. She navigated a supervisor who operated with a Boys’ 
Club mentality where men were afforded opportunities women colleagues were not. She reported 
being asked by a male trustee, “do the boys respond to you okay?” and being surprised when she 
affirmed that they did.  
Carrie. An alumna and a director of student success, Carrie came face to face with an 
institutional sexism when she learned her salary was significantly less than her male colleagues 
in equivalent roles. When she approached her supervisor about the discrepancy, he did not 
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respond other than to communicate via text the situation would be fixed moving forward. 
However, she expressed disappointment that nothing more was done other than to change her 
salary. At the same time, Carrie remains committed to the institution and could not imagine 
being in her role in any other institutional context.  
Rachel. Rachel’s career led her to several different institutions (Christian and secular) 
and served as a vice president for student life at her current institution. With each experience, 
Rachel found mentors and role models who opened her eyes to what was possible in managing 
motherhood and leadership.  At the same time, she experienced institutional barriers when 
starting a new job with a newborn and realizing she would have to take her child to work for the 
first week as there was no maternity leave policy in place. As a result, Rachel became attuned to 
institutional policies and practices and a driving force to make change.  Rachel also noted the 
relatively small size of her institution allowed for close community and close partnerships with 
colleagues in academic affairs.  
 Debra. Debra began her career in the business sector before pursuing a doctorate in 
psychology which led her to serve her alma mater. As vice president for student life, Debra 
spoke of her deeply personal commitment to promoting the mission of the institution and the 
central role student affairs plays to that work. Challenging personnel and challenging colleagues 
led Debra “to take the long view” when dealing with conflict amid change.  
The experiences of each participant illustrate the complexity of navigating gender and 
leadership within the Christian college context. The challenge of motherhood, institutional 
culture and policies, and a participant’s own aspirations shaped their leadership in different 
ways. Several participants began their journey to leadership in student affairs in residence life 
which laid the groundwork for future leadership opportunities.  




Three themes surfaced from the narratives of the 13 participants. First, the idea of calling 
or being led to a specific position or type of work emerged as a significant driver to how 
participants made decisions about their career path. A second theme focused on a juxtaposition 
of gender norms or expectations for Christian women. Participants often compared their own 
understanding of gender expectations for Christian women and how they deviated or affirmed 
those norms in their roles. A final theme highlighted the stages of student affairs leadership and 
the key characteristics and behaviors found in each stage. An overview of each theme and its 
central concepts follows.  
Calling 
 The idea of having a calling emerged as a significant contributor to participants’ journey 
as higher education leaders. Ten out of 13 participants described their work as a “calling” or 
being “called” by God to a specific position or type of work. Calling is often used 
interchangeably with vocation or purpose within evangelical Christian circles depending on an 
individual’s theological perspective. Individuals with a Reformed theological point of view tend 
to use vocation or calling to describe the process of identifying one’s specific role in advancing 
God’s kingdom (Scholes, 2010). Others with a more Wesleyan heritage identify calling as 
finding purpose more broadly beyond a specific career or role.  
Several participants’ institutions state a mission to prepare students to find their calling or 
vocation. The influence of different theological perspectives and church denominational 
affiliations also emerge in discussions of calling. Rachel’s college defined “chosen vocation” in 
its mission statement as “a divine calling.” Hannah’s institution provides a university-wide 
“Calling Statement” which outlined the theological beliefs which underpin the institution’s 
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understanding of calling. The document stated calling is not about a job, but asking how the job 
one has serves God “by serving other people.” Madeline’s college defined calling as helping 
students “integrate faith and work: understanding their vocation within the triune God’s story of 
redemption.” Several other institutions’ documents set out beliefs about the purpose of Christian 
higher education as preparing students to serve, reconcile, and lead.  
All of the participants practiced a Christian faith which emphasized a personal, active 
relationship with a living God present in the world. They described a God who spoke to them 
and having “a sense” that God was leading them in a particular direction (“a calling”). 
Participants demonstrated agency in responding to what they described as God’s “nudges” in 
their lives, often in response to questions about what to do with their career. Other elements of 
calling included struggling with imposter syndrome, understanding and identifying one’s 
leadership gifts, and the importance of others “tapping you on the shoulder” to take on a role. 
Several participants described a process of discernment or testing out of whether a decision was 
in fact “of God,” which often involved others. Participants shared they responded positively to  
the prompts they understood to be from God.   
God’s Nudging 
 Participants described calling as something God actively does and often engages others in 
the process.  Allie found her calling “comes naturally” as a result of her faith and beliefs about 
working with students. Wendy described one aspect of calling as “blind spots or deliberate 
blinders that God has put on me to say, ‘don’t get distracted. You have a calling that is different 
than that.’” She went on to describe calling as God taking an active role in helping find a way to 
the next role or institution.  
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Stephanie discovered her calling as God opening doors for her as a result of being in the 
right place at the right time when an institution went through structural changes.  At the same 
time, Stephanie described her calling as feeling pulled to say “yes” to a role or continue in a role 
as more than being interested in an opportunity. Stephanie further explained: 
I feel like it's part of the fabric of who God made me to be and the opportunity to do that 
and model that for me over and over to other college student women or my own girls or 
whatever has been such a gift. 
Stephanie found her calling by living out who she felt God created her to be. This “deep sense” 
meant fully using her gifts as a leader which “flow out of a heart that is that I know who I am, 
because I was created in God's image and that I'm putting that beauty to other people too.” 
Stephanie chose to take on new leadership roles because they aligned with her background and 
allowed her to make change while being obedient and using the skills God gave her.  
 Rachel extended calling to be more than a specific set of skills or role and instead “as a 
passion or real draw toward a particular kind of work.” She noted that her experience growing up 
as a pastor’s daughter influenced her call to care for others. As Rachel progressed from being a 
residence hall director to being a vice president, at each decision-point, she had “a very strong 
sense that I should” do that next role. In describing her decision-making related to her current 
vice president role, she worried about the possible impact on her children, but:  
I felt a very strong sense from God speaking to me that he was going to provide for them. 
So I think, um, all that calling is wrapped up in the human relationships and the work. 
“God-speaking” which is super hard to explain but I think it happens. 
In her discernment and deciding, Rachel asked mentors and others for insight and affirmation she 
was headed in the right direction.   
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 In a similar way, Susanna described the important role her husband played in her calling. 
She shared, “he always believed in me more than I have believed in myself, in some ways, so 
he's really encouraged me” to take on more leadership roles. Even with his support, Susanna 
explained identifying her calling came through a “deep pondering of self” and a calculation of 
how work and home life will work together. She described an active “wrestling” with decisions 
and a belief that God reveals and makes things clear along the way.  
 Susanna further described “God was in it” when she applied for a job even though she 
lacked experience. She knew this aligned with her calling as “door after door kept opening” and 
she “felt like God was saying” this was the role for her. Susanna also noted significantly that the 
sense God called her to a specific role “helped me negotiate and navigate the tensions that I think 
some of my women friends who have chosen a different path experience. Because I have felt 
such a strong calling from God to pursue leadership.” This sense of calling affirmed her drive to 
contribute even though she never aspired to leadership.  Rather, Susanna chose to apply for 
positions because she had a “deep sense” that God was working in and through her. She also 
stated her sense of call tied more to the work, “an assignment” rather than a specific institution. 
Finally in speaking about her role as a working mother and potential conflicts, Susanna described 
the only possible response to a calling could be: 
To follow it and to listen to God and to contribute in what I feel called to the most 
significant and lasting way possible. So in some ways I think that makes things a little bit 
more clear for me. 
Susanna no longer wrestled with whether to be a working mother or not; her first priority is to 
“listen to God” and lead. 
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Participants described the call to serve a particular institution or in a particular role came 
in the form of a prodding from God to take a specific direction with their career. The nudging 
confirmed that decisions they made aligned with what God wanted for their lives. This 
congruence between what they did, what they wanted to do and what they felt called to do gave 
participants the permission they needed to lead. Instead of taking a back seat to others or 
assuming they did not have the skills or experience to lead, participants could fully embrace their 
leadership roles. Being called created a protective barrier for participants as they could rely on 
God’s judgement that they had the skills necessary for the role and helped to combat struggles 
with the imposter syndrome.  
Imposter Syndrome 
 Even as participants believed God led them to pursue different career moves, they also 
struggled with whether or not they were up for particular tasks and roles along the way. Four 
participants specifically named imposter syndrome as contributing to doubts about their calling. 
They described feeling inadequate, underprepared, and lacking experience when faced with 
challenges as a leader. Participants also questioned whether they were selected to lead based on 
their skills and not due to their gender. Along with these concerns, participants often did not 
view themselves as ambitious. As a result, when they achieved senior leadership roles, they 
questioned whether they were where they ought to be. Participants worked through feelings of 
the imposter syndrome when they remembered back to God’s voice in calling them to lead. 
Doors opened to opportunities and participants expressed confidence when they had a sense God 
affirmed their decisions.  
Allie questioned whether she was hired for a residence life role based on a being a 
woman or having a master’s degree rather than on her skills and strengths for the role. Hannah 
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identified feeling “inadequate because you realize you don’t have all the answers” and shared she 
never felt “ready for any role.” Hannah’s struggle with imposter syndrome was epitomized in her 
experience applying for her current vice president role. Hannah described an internal struggle 
over whether she was ready for such a role. She had not expected or aspired to an executive 
leadership role, yet someone nominated her for the position. Through the application process, she 
found: 
There was a real discernment there and ultimately a sense of call into a leadership role 
that was bigger than just myself…I kind of saw it as like, okay, I think I'm supposed to 
apply and that maybe that's just a learning thing. But once I put my toe in the water and 
was engaged in that process pretty quickly, I found myself really yearning for the 
opportunity. And really having this sense of like, okay, if this is what's next and this is 
where I feel called to be, then I think that those doors will open and I'm ready, I'm all in. 
She further described “these gentle moments” when things became clear and she understood her 
calling and role in contributing to the institution on a large scale. At the same time, Hannah also 
believed her calling as a leader was: 
To be authentically who I am and trusting that I would have a team that could surround 
me and, you know, in some ways, I see it. Leadership is influence, but it's also 
stewardship. It's stewarding a team and a system in a way that that honors the mission.  
Hannah’s calling became less about having answers, but accepting “an invitation” to lead.  
 Madeline expressed a similar experience in pursuing her current role. As someone 
relatively new to the institution, Madeline served on the hiring committee for the Dean of 
Students role. As the committee interviewed several candidates, the team could not settle on a 
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finalist. During this time, Madeline described how a few lines of scripture from the book of 
Isaiah: 
Kept playing and my mind was from Isaiah: “Do you not know, have you not heard and 
seen God, maker of heaven and earth?” and I just kept feeling like God was saying 
“Madeline, have I not taken you this far? Like, haven’t I taken care of your kids, haven’t 
I loved you? Well, have I provided for you, can you keep trusting me that I will, in 
whatever role that you land?” 
In response to this prompting, Madeline went to the provost and told him she planned to apply 
for the role “out of obedience”, and not to hire her. She did not believe herself ready for the role. 
She worried about the impact of the role on her four children. The hiring committee saw things 
differently and hired her. Madeline quickly realized the large responsibility of her role and how, 
at times, she had to “fake it till you make it” when it came to decisions as a senior leader. At the 
same time, she trusted that God had “written the script already of how this was all going to play 
out. And so he'd ordered my steps, he knew where he had me to be so I do not need to hyper 
manage my future.” Madeline’s experience highlights how being “called” also created a sense of 
peace, even in the midst of feeling uncertainty about one’s skills as a leader. 
 While Madeline grew in her belief she could effectively lead, Joy connected being a 
woman with not always feeling ready for a role even when called. She described it this way: 
You know, there's the stereotype that women look at a job description that they can do 
50% of and say, well, I'm not qualified for that and men look at a job description that 
they can do 20% of and say, well, okay, I can do the rest. And so I think I had, I 
sometimes talk about it as in, I had to think like a man. And be like, I can do this job even 
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though I don't have all the experience. I know I have the potential. And so I can learn and 
do this job whether I have the experience or not. 
Joy chose to pursue and apply for the vice president role even in the face of her own doubts. She 
described how the opportunity came up multiple times and feeling a sense that God was telling 
her to go for it. She noted while rolling her eyes, God does not “speak exactly” but a sense that 
her faith “gives me the confidence to face difficulties and go forward unafraid because I know 
God walks with me.” Joy’s understanding of where God was leading resulted in finding her 
calling and expressing her gifts as a leader. 
 The imposter syndrome also showed up in Susanna’s story.  She described coming to 
view and believe in her leadership capabilities. She summed it up: 
That word leader. It's taken me a long time to grow into it…I talked about being a leader 
and having a calling to leadership, but I am, you know, when I was 30, I would have been 
hesitant more to use those words. 
She further explained that with more experience, she came to trust her abilities to lead. In 
contrast, Jennifer described becoming less confident as she gained experience, even though she 
felt called to lead. She shared an instance when a friend encouraged her to apply for a vice 
president role (one she had considered in the past) and coming to realize she had dismissed the 
possibility. She also noted not seeing other women in senior leadership roles around her meant 
she had less “gumption” to do it either. Just as Leah’s experience with different institutions 
influenced her self-confidence, Jennifer’s experience with two institutions highlighted the 
importance of being surrounded by other women leaders to developing your own leadership 
voice. Calling acted as a protective factor when participants’ struggled with the imposter 
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syndrome in that even as participants doubted themselves, their belief that God called them to a 
role translated to the belief they were meant to be there. Their leadership was not an accident. 
Leadership Gifts 
 Participants described making choices about their career which often fell outside typical 
trajectories as a result of being called to a role. Some struggled to believe they were equipped to 
lead effectively. Others realized they held a responsibility to use and steward their strengths and 
skills to support God’s calling. Another element to finding one’s calling came in participants 
recognizing their “leadership gifts.” Participants defined leadership gifts or giftedness as 
personal strengths, expertise and skills bestowed by God on each person. They are unique to 
each person and as one participant described it as everyone has “the right seat on the bus.” Other 
participants described their leadership gifts as helping to answer the question “what do I love?.”  
Participants expressed a sense of “rightness” and “this is who I am” in expressing those gifts or 
skills.  
 Wendy and Stephanie described coming to realize that they were not living up to their 
calling when their institutions had begun under-utilizing their leadership gifts. In response, 
Wendy chose to find “a better fit” at another institution where she could use all her skills as a 
leader. Stephanie described the process of re-evaluating whether she should stay in her current 
role and realizing she had more to offer than her current context would allow. Carrie also 
referenced finding her calling when she was able to walk away from teaching to fully focus on 
supporting student success. While Carrie was an effective teacher, she realized she would not be 
using her full self or her “gifts” in her day to day work. Susanna expressed realizing she had a 
responsibility to her use her gifts wisely. She viewed her work and her life as aligning and 
described her calling as being implemented through her skills as a leader.  
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 Other participants found their leadership gifts through their work leading teams and used 
the Enneagram (Cron & Stabile, 2016) and StrengthsFinder (Clifton, 2001) as a framework for 
understanding their gifts.  Madeline described figuring out “the optimal arrangement that the 
most people are getting; that we're kind of experiencing the best benefits as a department of 
everyone's strengths. But people are also using their gifts in ways that they feel good about.” 
Madeline used her strength or gift in arranging to bring about others’ giftedness.  In a similar 
way, Joy found her leadership skills came in “fixing things.”  It also came when meeting with the 
other women vice presidents on her college’s cabinet. Their regular prayer meeting reinforced 
the notion that each was in the right role for her skills, interests, and gifts.  
“Tapped on the shoulder” 
 The final element of calling described by participants focused on the role others’ played 
in helping identify their next role or position. Ten out of 13 participants described a process 
where someone (e.g. husband, mentor, friend, colleague) encouraged or invited them to pursue a 
leadership position at different points in their careers. They described this as being “tapped on 
the shoulder” and believing each participant had the skills and gifts to lead.  This nudge was 
viewed as being from God, simply delivered through other people, and often when participants 
felt less than qualified to step into a particular role. God’s calling came through other people 
identifying and naming participants as ready and able to lead. The affirmation of others helped 
participants lean into leadership opportunities they might not have otherwise pursued.  
Participants valued highly building relationships with colleagues, supervisors and others  
which positioned them for opportunities further in their careers. Rachel described a mentor in 
college who helped her figure out her purpose by naming her gifts. This encouragement led 
Rachel to pursue a career in student affairs. Other participants found that staying at one 
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institution for a relatively long amount of time allowed them to step into roles. Allie described 
several times when “opportunities have fallen into my lap” as others around her left the 
institution. These opportunities allowed her to step into roles on an interim and then permanent 
basis. Being present and having a credential (e.g. a master’s degree or doctorate) allowed her to 
take on more leadership even as a relatively young leader. In a similar way, Stephanie was asked 
to step in to help after having worked part-time after having children. Colleagues asked 
Stephanie to consider taking on a full-time role when the college’s counseling center became 
short-staffed. From there, she carved out a new role every few years as the structures around her 
evolved. Carrie experienced something similar as an alumna of her institution. She began her 
work at her alma mater because her mentor, the Provost, asked her step in to cover a class. Over 
time, her role evolved as the structure shifted towards a student success model.  
 While some participants found opportunities after being at an institution for some time, 
others told a different story. Wendy described applying for an executive level position three 
times at an institution she had served for over 20 years. Twice, she experienced rejection and a 
third time, she chose to withdraw from consideration due to an unsupportive president. She 
struggled with knowing whether she was being called to another college or not. Wendy shared 
she eventually felt called to apply for positions at other institutions and make herself available.  
Opening the door to new possibilities led her to her first vice president role when a colleague 
who was a provost at another institution asked her to apply for the position. 
Unlike Wendy, several participants underestimated their qualifications for more senior 
leadership roles, especially those at the executive level. Hannah, Susanna, and Thea explained 
they never viewed themselves as being “aspirational leaders.” However, others saw in them the 
ability to lead at a high level. Someone nominated Hannah for the vice president of student life 
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role while the president of her alma mater asked Susanna to apply for her role. Hannah explained 
while she felt prepared, the position had not been on her radar. The president prayed about it and 
came to Susanna asking her to consider the role. Susanna described having “no imagination” for 
the job as she had never seen a woman take on the role. She felt called to pursue the position and 
was chosen. In addition, Susanna shared the importance of her husband in encouraging her to 
take on leadership roles. His belief in her abilities helped her overcome hesitancy related to being 
a working mother and an executive leader.  
Thea experienced a similar “tapping on the shoulder” when the provost of her institution 
asked her to step in as vice president of student life even though she had little experience in 
student affairs and none outside residence life. Thea transitioned from being Director of 
Academic Advising to the vice president role simply because the provost (who would soon 
transition to the presidency) asked. Thea described this process:  
First of all, I don't say this, jokingly, I was completely naive. I didn't know what it entails. 
I knew that [president] was persistent and she agreed to mentor me. She believed she 
hired me for my other position and she said that she believed that I could do this. So I 
didn't totally feel like she was blowing smoke up my patootie because she had seen me. I 
had no idea what I was getting into, though! 
Thea further described the importance of seeing other women in leadership roles to her agreeing 
to take on this role: 
You have to see it in front of you. And somebody tapping you on the shoulder and 
saying, you can do this. I would have never done this job if [president] hadn't invited 
me…She invited me to be Director of Academic Advising. Also I love academic 
advising, but why would you think I could do it? So tap, shoulder tapping is really 
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important. Dudes gets shoulder tapped all the time, their networks just constantly make 
things happen for them. We need to do that for women.  
Thea’s explanation highlighted the importance of being invited to apply for roles to women 
finding their calling.  
 Participants found their calling in a variety of ways. Some described a sense God was 
leading them in a particular direction. Others struggled with believing they had the skills needed 
for their role. At times, participants moved forward even while feeling like an imposter and 
feeling called to a leadership role. Participants expressed their leadership “gifts” as strengths and 
innate skills which equipped them to lead effectively. Several participants described the way in 
which others’ endorsement through being “tapped on the shoulder” helped pave the way to lead 
throughout their careers. The experience of having others recognize one’s leadership before 
participants did often resulted in their deviating from expected gender roles within their specific 
context.  
Juxtaposition of Gender Norms and Expectations 
Participants described how shared cultural values and expectations of women within 
Christian higher education influenced their leadership journey. Participants juxtaposed their 
perception of gender norms and identified how they aligned or diverged from cultural 
expectations and norms for being a Christian woman. At the same time, participants hesitated to 
assign too much weight to gender as a contributing factor to negative experiences as a leader. 
They worked to consider multiple perspectives when considering the influence of gender on their 
experiences. Participants highlighted significant differences between their perspective and 
cultural norms regarding motherhood. They deviated from “feminine leadership ideals” while 
identifying policies and practices which supported their growth as leaders. Understanding 
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participants’ experience in light of gender illustrates a continuum of experiences with sexism. To 
examine that continuum, participants compared their own experience with evangelical gender 
norms in four areas: the glass ceiling, motherhood, leadership ideals, and policies and practices 
which support women leaders.  
Lack of a Glass Ceiling 
 When asked what role gender played to their career advancement, participants hesitated 
to draw any conclusions. Hannah and Wendy reported they did not experience any “glass 
ceiling” or limits placed on their advancement due to their gender. Wendy articulated that when 
she compared her career trajectory with male colleagues, she achieved roles in a similar 
timeframe. Allie shared, “the barriers to me were more subtle, day in, day out than this blame 
like someone tried to stop me from doing something.” Susanna explained that rather than 
thinking about “gender dynamics. I mean, most of what I feel like I encounter are personality 
dynamics…however, to say that there’s not gender dynamics is not true.”  Stephanie described 
navigating challenges with colleagues, “it's actually interesting because sometimes I wonder, is it 
a male, female thing or is it a (trails off). Yeah. Is this a gender thing or is it a capacity, employee 
capacity thing?” Participants questioned the significance of gender to barriers or roadblocks 
experienced along the way while at the same time naming it as a contributing factor some of the 
time.  
 For each explanation that their gender limited them in some way, participants also offered 
opposing evidence. Wendy described a lack of limitations in this way:  
I was born in (date), so almost 40 years for me to experience anything that felt like 
limitation. And I just don’t resonate with women’s stories who say, I hit the glass 
ceiling…I don’t feel like I’ve been in the trenches on the issue. I don’t feel like I’ve been 
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beat up by the issue. I’ve never been abused, I’ve never been harassed, or anything like 
that. So. So part of it is personality, part of it is lack of personal experience…So when 
someone asks me, how did you break through the glass ceiling? My response would be: I 
wasn’t even aware there was a glass ceiling. 
For Wendy, her doctorate coursework opened the door to examining her experience as a leader 
using a critical lens.  This led Wendy to reflect and reframe challenges in light of her gender.  
In contrast, Susanna and others pointed to experiences when their voice, often as the only 
woman in a meeting, was dismissed or overlooked. Susanna shared an instance of chairing a 
committee during the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic where male colleagues took over a 
meeting describing it this way: “I'm barely leading it because, like, they happen to be male, but 
my colleagues like keep jumping in and like drawing diagrams and like going back to another 
point.” Later, the president, who had given her the role of leading the institution-wide committee, 
circumvented her and installed another colleague in the role of chairing the committee and did 
not let Susanna know. She continued,  
And I said, uh, so there's two kind of things going on in my brain at once. I mean, one 
was like did he [the president] really just give this meeting away to [colleague]? Because, 
like, or do I just want to have [colleague] do the meeting because [colleague] is actually 
great at leading meetings and he's a wonderful colleague of mine, and we are a great 
team. 
Susanna questioned whether she should speak up or just let the situation play out. In the end, 
Susanna chose to ask a clarifying question of the president and suggest she co-lead the 
committee with her colleague. Jennifer expressed a similar experience noting, “I started just 
seeing it all the time…When I was in meetings, how male voices were listened to in different 
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ways. Just these, you know, minor things said constantly about women and women in 
leadership.” This experience created an environment where Jennifer questioned her confidence 
as a leader.  
On the one hand, participants reported being a woman did not limit them in any way. On 
the other hand, they often were dismissed or not taken as seriously as male colleagues. While 
participants might not have run into a glass ceiling, they expressed a hunch that gender does 
influence their experience. However, they sought explanations other than gender when facing 
challenges to their leadership when asked.  
Expectations of Mothers 
Motherhood created another set of challenges for participants. Participants reported 
feeling different from friends, colleagues, and other Christian women because they chose to 
work. While participants had resolved internal conflicts with how to juggle motherhood and 
senior leadership, they also reported others often questioned their choice to do so. Eleven 
participants identified as mothers with children ranging from toddlers to young adults. 
Participants reported they loved their role as mother and equally valued their professional 
identity. Several noted that evangelical Christian culture places value on women who focus 
solely on motherhood. At the same time, participants noted being in the workplace offered 
women students (most often) a role model for how to be a woman of faith and also a working 
mother. Participants held both identities as something they are called to be. Thea, Stephanie, and 
Susanna all engaged in a regular assessment with their family as to what their work 
commitments should entail. They often reflected on, “should I be doing this?” while at the same 
time wondering if they chose to stay home and not work, what type of message that sent to 
students about the role of women.  
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Even as participants engaged in continual evaluation of motherhood and leadership, 
several participants also valued serving as a role model for students of being a faithful leader and 
faithful mother. Participants had come to their own conclusion that being a working mother still 
aligned with God’s intention for their lives. Susanna shared, “the other thing I would say is I'm a 
big, big proponent of women can have meaningful work and meaningful parenting. We can do 
both. They're not exclusive. This is a lie that you have to pick one or the other.” Thea, Susanna, 
and Hannah expressed surprise at the number of young women (both staff and students) coming 
to them for advice about juggling motherhood and work. Susanna described this experience: 
They (students) still see it as bifurcated they're still like, well, you know, when I get 
married and have children. I want to...(trails off). They say maybe they want to stay 
home. I don't know. It just seems unresolved like they're still dealing with it in the way 
that I dealt with it at 30 which maybe you just have to in this culture, but I feel like. Yes, 
we still have not fully, for Christian women, communicated this message (that women 
can work and be mothers). 
Susanna found a resolution for juggling motherhood and work with a supportive spouse even in 
the midst of difficult pregnancies, multiple job changes and institutional dynamics that favored 
giving men leeway to attend to family matters. Susanna chose to be less vulnerable with 
colleagues because her president (also a woman at the time) role modeled not being vulnerable in 
managing family challenges. Looking back, Susanna realized that by trying to “prove that this 
would not be a huge deal in my life” she modeled a dysfunctional way of leading which was “a 
disservice to my women colleagues.”  
 Thea also found that women student leaders sought out her perspective on being a 
working mother. She shared: 
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They constantly and forever asked questions about family and the majority of them you 
know, aren't dating anybody…First of all, they don't know if they're going to get married. 
Second of all, they don't know if they're going to have kids. And third of all, why are you 
thinking about that now? And then I want to say to them, I wouldn't be here teaching you 
if I didn't work as a mom. Like it’s almost offensive when you ask me. I'm like I wouldn't 
be here. And we wouldn't be having this conversation if I wasn't a working mom. So I do 
think there's just still so much work to be done in Christian colleges and in our churches 
about what is possible for women.  
Thea went on to express disappointment that these young women leaders focused solely on 
taking on a “carer” or helping role, rather than exploring more diverse skills as leaders. She 
attributed women defaulting to expected gender roles as placing the responsibility for care-giving 
on the shoulders of women while men have different roles within evangelical circles.   
 Other participants reported similar experiences of bumping up against expected norms 
related to motherhood. Hannah found when she shared news of her own pregnancy, her 
supervisor automatically assumed she would no longer work. Carrie shared being left out of 
responding to a campus crisis because she had a family and her supervisor did not want to bother 
her even though male colleagues with children were called to assist. Leah reported being 
questioned by a colleague when taking on the dean of students role with young children. She 
shared: 
He said, you know, this is going to be really interesting to see if you make it here because 
we had women dean's here before but never a woman dean who had small kids. And so 
this is going to be maybe a little bit of an experiment to see like if you can actually pull 
this off. Like if you can actually do this as a woman.  
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Leah expressed surprised at this interaction and in recounting this story, she used the metaphor of 
a saltwater fish being in freshwater and coming to realize different expectations for mothers 
between institutions. She continued: 
It’s hard to really put my finger on it, but it was like the lack of salt was like the change 
of theology at the highest places and leadership was like, no, we really fundamentally 
don't believe that you as a woman should be probably even be working away from your 
kids…it's just kind of how it works just like assumptions that were made. 
These assumptions about the role of women and motherhood created a “toxic” environment for 
Leah and one which she ultimately chose to leave. 
 Other participants found the experience of motherhood and leadership to be compatible. 
Madeline shared being worried when she took on the vice president role that her children would 
be negatively impacted by her choice. Instead, Madeline found opportunities to engage them in 
her work from eating dinner as a family in the cafeteria to bringing her daughters on work-
related trips. Hannah shared that “being able to bring our kids, helping them feel as much a part 
of institutional life” has been “a tremendous blessing.” She continued, “It has never been a clean, 
like there’s kind of professional and personal. It’s for me, it’s always been an integration.” Allie 
found after being out of work for six months her children “actually said, Mom, you’re back! Like 
there was a part of me that was familiar to them. And so I do think there's so many parts to 
women.” Allie described not having a “tug” to be at home, but truly enjoyed working. She found 
balance by focusing on “the whole pie” and aiming for “wholeness…what are the main things 
for me that need to always be present and sometimes work is a larger priority than social life or 
things like that. So I think that's the difference for me.” By finding this middle ground, Allie 
merged her identity as a leader and as a mother.  
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Deviating from Feminine Leadership Ideals 
Participants also expressed their identities as a leader in ways which differed from 
expected gender norms. On the one hand, participants reported and demonstrated highly 
relational and collaborative ways of leading which they defined as “feminine ideals” of 
leadership. On the other hand, participants described themselves as directive, decisive and 
hierarchical or having a more masculine leadership style.  
Feminine ways of leading emerged for participants in different ways. Susanna described 
her leadership role as “being like a spiritual midwife, like helping new things be born into the 
kingdom and being a spiritual mother.” She continued, 
I don't say that out loud because there's just too many complications with using mother 
language, but in my heart I think of myself as like mothering a university. And I mean 
there's other words you can use nurturing, cultivating but I really do see that like helping 
something be birthed like that midwife part and then you are doing that work of 
mothering and nurturing and growing and cultivating. So for me, leadership is all about 
those very feminine ideals… 
Each participant incorporated being a “relational leader” into the description of their style. They 
demonstrated this orientation towards relationships as being collaborative and concerned with 
the development of the people around them. Other aspects of the “feminine ideal” of leadership 
included being viewed as helpful, “gracious”, “nurturing”, “not too assertive”,  “participatory”, 
and “nice.” Susanna described it as “never, ever losing my cool” when faced with conflict. Leah 
described being “more feminine in the sense of like I felt more comfortable just being 
collaborative” and using a “distributed team leadership style” where she shared the power and 
spread leadership throughout her team members.  
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Participants also described when they violated the expectation for how women should 
lead using terms like “frank and forthright”, “bold”, “strategic” and “directive.” Thea described 
“a fire in my belly” which she learned to control. Joy spoke of being “bold” and “pushing back” 
as a central part of her identity as a leader. Her confidence to lead came from a supportive family 
and “from God and just His kind of speaking over me and the gifts he gave me.” Joy also noted 
being “decisive” can make others uncomfortable at times with her leadership. Stephanie 
described being “drawn to lead” and not being willing to “sit back” but take initiative to get 
things done. She went onto note the importance of others affirming her gifts as a leader.  
Other participants noted shifts in their leadership over time. Rachel noted, “I think in 
recent years, uh, I’ve maybe had to be less development and a little more, something else.  I can’t 
really put my finger on what that trait is.” Madeline expressed a similar shift from being more to 
less collaborative. While Madeline sought input, she identified key people to help shape 
decisions and then proceeded with decisions. Thea learned to slow down and listen while also 
bringing in stakeholders earlier in the planning process. While participants identified leadership 
in terms of feminine and masculine traits, they also noted when their leadership diverged from 
them. 
Policies and Practices to Support Women’s Leadership 
Participants described institutional contexts and theological interpretations of gender 
which positively influenced their career advancement and expressions of leadership. Formal and 
informal policies and practices created a space for participants to pursue leadership. Jennifer and 
Thea noted that having significant representation of women leaders on the president’s cabinet 
and throughout the institution contributed to their development. However, not every context 
valued women as leaders. Participants also described environments which hindered their 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
105 
development due to idealization of traditional notions of femininity and interpretations of 
scripture which limited women’s leadership. 
One of the first markers of institutional support emerged in a review of each participant’s 
college faith statement. The eleven colleges represented publicize the biblical and theological 
principles which guide the institution. Some institutions used a common text such as the 
Apostle’s Creed while others used foundational language from their denomination. Three of the 
faith statements used gender-specific language such as “man fell into sin” or “of man and man’s 
culture” or “redemption of man.” The three participants (Joy, Madeline, and Susanna) working 
within those specific contexts shared examples of how gendered language translated to the 
organizational culture. Joy described interacting with a trustee who regularly called her and other 
women leaders “princess,” “God’s princess,” and “daddy’s little girl.” Her response focused on 
joking about it with her fellow women vice presidents.  However, she also noted: 
But if you ask my president, now, who was not, of course, the president at the time this 
happened, he would say, I think we've gotten rid of those problem board members who 
wouldn't hire a female president. And yet the princess guy is still on the board. And so 
that did not hinder my leadership abilities or my position here, but it makes me wonder 
how many options do I have to move up to the next level? If I wanted to? So I don't know 
that that's necessarily my institution’s policies or just kind of conservative Christian 
culture in higher education. 
Madeline also described working with trustees who expressed surprise that she could handle 
disciplining young men. She shared, “One trustee told me once that he expected someone beefier 
to do this. And I was thinking, what in the world does he think I'm like head locking people?” 
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Women leaders, able to handle a variety of dynamics, were simply not expected at Madeline’s 
institution. Finally, Susanna described her institution’s culture this way:  
I could never interject in a way that would not be as poised or unkind and not that like the 
men get to be unkind.  But they, but my culture tolerates a lot more bad behavior from 
them than it does from women. So yeah, so like if I came across too bossy, or to like if I, 
if anyone thought I was trying to hold on to power, that would be negative. Whereas I 
think some of the others like the provost or the president's role, in their roles are kind of 
different than mine. But the provost or president or the advancement guy. I mean, I think. 
There's some expectation that they will jockey for power.  And that, that's okay.  
Susanna’s experience illustrates different expectations for women than men within some 
institutional environments. 
 While three colleges clearly use gendered language, the other institutions’ faith 
statements use non-gendered or gender neutral language such as “community of believers”, 
“human”, “people.” Some institutions focus on statements like “we believe.” One institution asks 
its board to re-affirm a founding document on an annual basis. The document outlines key 
biblical values and comes with a statement that notes any use of “man” includes both men and 
women. These institutions careful use of less gendered language also reflected organizational 
structures with more women in executive leadership roles. While seemingly simple documents, 
institutional faith statements outline shared values and commitments for what the college aspires 
to be.  
 The organizational culture of institutions also emerged as influencing informal and 
formal policies related to personnel issues. Rachel and Susanna shared experiences with little to 
no maternity leave motivated them to create new campus-wide policies. Rachel brought her 
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newborn to work after realizing her role did not have any maternity leave. Susanna highlighted 
the different expectations for men in handling a family crisis, “And I, totally just managing it. 
Right. And I feel like that the men don't hold themselves to that same level. So like you know if 
they've got a crisis at home, they don't think anything about” taking time off or requesting for 
accommodations. She went on to describe coming to realize needing to give herself permission 
to ask for what was needed for herself and her family as a way to leave “a legacy where the 
people coming behind me, whether they're men or women. Particularly women can do the things 
that I wish I could have done.” Thea described being questioned by Human Resources about the 
cost of insurance related to visits to her gynecologist. Allie was offered a job-share with another 
working mother while doors opened for Stephanie to take on more work after being home part-
time to care for her children. Threaded throughout participants’ stories regarding institutional 
cultures was an emphasis placed caring for families while policies lagged behind informal 
practices. 
   Participants identified other informal practices which helped and hindered their 
leadership. Thea described starting her vice president role where on a regular basis male 
colleagues “told me how to do my job.” Leah experienced an institutional environment where 
men actively took a stance because “theologically we don’t believe that you should be doing this 
or that.” Jennifer shared coming to realize that those in decision-making roles deferred to male 
voices over women while in meetings. This had a chilling effect on her aspirations to lead when 
she realized her options at the institution would be limited. Madeline also experienced informal 
practices which created a “Boys’ Club” where her supervisor took all her male colleagues out to 
lunch regularly while all the women in the department ate lunch at their desks. She explained the 
impact this had:  
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And so you're just left out of conversation really.  Like it was impossible for me to get his 
ear or to feel like I was, and I've never been a person who feels like you must develop me 
and that's your responsibility, but actually I was left out of every conversation where I 
might have the opportunity to learn a little bit more or integrate what we were doing with 
some other part of the university. It felt very much like being on an island… 
While Madeline felt isolated, Stephanie reported the influence of key female leaders in offering 
encouragement and recognition of her efforts. She noted her colleagues “really see me as an 
equal person at the table.” Jennifer and Thea noted the significance of being mentored by other 
women in leadership. Thea shared, “You have to see it in front of you. And somebody tapping 
you on the shoulder and saying, you can do this. I would have never done this job if (president) 
hadn't invited me.” Allie highlighted a supervisor who “is very much aware of the inequity from 
a salary perspective. And I was blind, a little bit when I came to (current institution) to what 
people made because those aren't the questions you asked.” As a result, he advocated for her and 
she received several pay raises over the following months to make things equivalent to male 
peers. Another example of a supportive policy includes having opportunities for professional 
development.  
Participants perceived subtle barriers tied to cultural and organizational expectations and 
norms for women. They noted when gender played a role in creating opportunities but also when 
it hindered their growth as a leader. Organizational values and shared assumptions about the role 
of women influenced participants in positive and negative ways. Participants often juxtaposed 
their experience with what they understood to be shared values of their institutions. The more 
open an institution was to women leaders, the more participants could envision the possibilities 
for their future.  
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Stages of Student Affairs Leadership 
 Participants came to find their calling in the field of students affairs from a variety of 
backgrounds and progressed to leadership at different stages. Participants described their 
evolution as leaders over time as a result of new roles and institutional settings which fostered 
their development. Patterns in the data emerged in how participants who achieved the level of 
vice president expressed their leadership versus those who have yet to achieve an executive role. 
Here, I categorize these differences as stages of student affairs leadership (early, middle, late). 
The stages offer a framework for understanding how the women define their leadership and 
professional identities. The stages represent a constant feedback loop and build on one another. 
The one element each stage had in common was a commitment to relationships.  Susanna 
described it this way: “my team would probably describe me as a relational leader. I do use that 
word…like, I lead with relation and I often say we're only as good as our relationships.” Each 
participant’s identity as a leader and student affairs educator remains fixed on relationships: with 
students, their team, the President, and the institution. The main concepts and characteristics of 
each stage are outlined in Diagram 1. 
Early Leadership: Collaboration 
 Participants’ early leadership in the field focused on collaboration within student affairs 
and across campus. They often had responsibilities centered on student well-being and 
development of programs. As noted earlier, the majority of participants started their career in 
student development in the area of residence life, often the area charged the most with student 
care within the Christian college context. Their experiences as undergraduate students (most 
often at Christian colleges) also influenced their desire to pursue student affairs work in a 
Christian college setting. Participants valued highly the relational aspect of student affairs work  
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and the significant amount of student contact. Joy described realizing that student development 
as a career encompassed all the best parts of teaching without having to grade papers. Carrie 
chose to stay in her current role rather than teach due to a desire to have regular, daily contact 
with students about their whole educational experience.  
Participants defined this phase of leadership by collaboration and “learning on the job.” 
Wendy described it as, “there are times where I felt in my leadership a whole lot more energetic 
and eager to dig in and do the hard practitioner work.” In order to be successful, participants 
built partnerships with colleagues and students. They handled early responsibility by “diving in” 
and getting on with whatever challenges emerged. Participants focused on the people 
immediately around them whether students or their individual department. They described 
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coming to realize they “had a knack for administration” and gaining experience in other areas 
such as student conduct, student activities, and career counseling.  
 Participants in this early phase also described their leadership as focusing on the team. 
Carrie and Allie spoke of being independent and hands-off as supervisors while at the same time 
working to allow team members to shine. Jennifer, Rachel, and Stephanie also described helping 
to lead, rather than leading.  Jennifer and Stephanie, in particular, spoke of seeing themselves 
more as a “number two” role than as the main leader. Several participants pointed out they did 
not aspire to leadership originally; rather it happened to them. They focused on building 
relationships and partnering with others before deciding whether to pursue leadership 
opportunities which came their way.   
 Collaboration with students and campus partners marked the early stages of participants 
careers. Participants learned to navigate institutional culture while developing a sense of self as a 
practitioner. As participants’ leadership skills grew, opportunities to take on additional 
responsibilities emerged. They demonstrated their abilities which opened doors for further 
leadership and more complex roles within an institution.   
Middle Leadership: Clarity 
 The women who moved on to the middle phase of leadership described a moment of 
clarity when deciding earning a doctorate would advance their careers. At some point, 
participants realized that to progress as a leader, completing doctoral study opened doors and 
gave them additional knowledge to effectively lead within a complex institution. They began to 
have agency over their career trajectory when deciding this as a next step. Often, this choice 
resulted in participants achieving an executive leadership role as vice president of student 
development or dean of students.  
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The middle stage of leadership became defined by clarity and clear purpose as leaders. 
They embraced change. Participants described becoming more decisive as leaders and less 
collaborative. Thea described herself at this stage as “an activator. My tendency is to be an 
activator like just, let's just go. This makes sense. Let's go.” Joy described her process for 
gathering input but then recognizing she needed to make key decisions as a leader. Madeline 
reported being surprised at the level of responsibility when taking on the vice president role. 
Becoming the content expert in student life meant few people at her institution could fully 
understand the complexity of her role. Participants expressed their voice as leaders and began to 
wield decision-making power.  
Even with this shift towards more clarity as a leader, participants continued to rely on and 
build effective working relationships. Participants’ focused on developing staff and building a 
team, rather than on building programs. During observations of Wendy, Rachel, and Hannah, all 
three participants spent considerable time during staff meetings checking into the well-being of 
their staff. They prayed for their team along with concerns for students, faculty and other 
administrators. This was even more critical during the visit with Hannah as the institution was in 
the middle of making decisions about closing at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. During the 
meeting she led, Hannah balanced moving forward with strategic planning while also answering 
questions and concerns about next steps for the college. She created space, communicating 
patience while also offering encouragement to staff that they were ready to face what would 
come.  
At the same time, participants also juggled with the reality of holding staff, along with 
students, accountable. Rachel shared, “when I sense that the person is not going to, uh, they’re 
not really interested in changing, that’s really challenging for me.” Susanna also described 
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situations where she waited too long to deal with personnel issues which resulted in more 
heartache as a leader. Thea concurred, “And I think the hardest challenges have been personnel” 
and responding to those challenges “lingered.” Participants valued relationships while also 
communicating in a more “direct, “straightforward,” and “frank and forthright” way. They 
became less apologetic about being a leader.  
 Participants also developed a clearer vision and purpose for their work as they navigated 
this middle phase. Hannah shared coming to take a more strategic and “systems approach” to 
understanding institutional dynamics. Susanna described becoming more curious about the 
institution and interested in institutional goals. She explained coming to realize she would have a 
greater impact if she trained faculty to mentor students rather than doing all the mentoring 
herself: 
I started to ask…would it be better for me to draw together like how to think about 
spiritual formation from a university perspective and present that to the cabinet? So on 
my own I was starting to, you know, change gears.  
She began to understand she could contribute on a much larger scale than the one to one 
mentoring she engaged in earlier in her career. Rachel described the shift from focusing on 
service to students to “as you climb up you start to become more focused on the institution. 
Maintaining, sustaining a thriving institution for students.” Participants became more 
achievement-oriented and attuned to the realities of higher education as demonstrated by 
experience gained in managing a budget or working with trustees. They took on organizational 
restructuring and effectively managed change within their division.  
 Participants developed strong relationships with the cabinet and president. For some, like 
Joy and Thea, these relationships sustained and encouraged them to grow as a leader. Other 
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participants began to take a more active role in identifying what they were not willing to do. 
Wendy, Jennifer, and Leah all spoke to moments of decision-making about whether to leave or 
stay in a position. The relationship with the president and other senior leaders influenced whether 
they could envision being effective as a leader in that setting. Wendy worried her supervisor 
would “dismantle my personhood.” She also described how important it becomes to:  
Maintain your influence and your voice, you have got to learn there are different levels of 
leadership positioning. You don’t know all that you need to know yet. And all you see is 
not all there is. And there is something more behind the decisions that people ahead of 
you or above you make. 
Leaders in this stage continually negotiate and work to understand decisions while translating 
them for others. Wendy described being confused by the decisions her supervisor made until she 
was in a similar role.  
While several participants identified the influence of supportive institutional cultures to 
their growth as leaders, two participants experienced the opposite. Leah described being stifled 
to be fully herself as she pursued social justice in “the evangelical cage” of one institution. It led 
her to seek other opportunities. Jennifer shared realizing her institution did not encourage women 
to be in positions of executive leadership. She noted:  
I remember being like, then how can I be a dean, like, where's the line? Like if you're 
saying (alma mater) can't have a president? Then why is it okay to have a dean or VP in 
that role as a female but not the president? 
Both Jennifer and Leah described organizational cultures which communicated in subtle and 
overt ways that executive leaders were men, not women. At the same time, three participants 
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shared they began to consider whether or not to make the leap towards a presidential role as the 
next step in their career.  
Late Leadership: Communication 
 The later stage of student affairs leadership was marked by communication as a central 
concept as seasoned leaders integrated all they learned through prior experiences. Wendy used 
the metaphor of “seasons of leadership” and shared: 
Now, I feel that my leadership has, is best used not [emphasis] doing front lines 
practitioner work, because there are other people who come behind me who really are in 
better touch with nuances and culture. Plus it’s their season to do it and my season is to 
be an influencer and thought leader category. 
Thea and Wendy described building teams to advance a shared vision of student development 
across an institution. Wendy highlighted building a strong working relationship with the provost 
of her current institution.  Student development and academics came to be equally valued and 
necessary to the institution. Thea shared how she tinkered with the focus and structure of the 
division: 
I believe in identifying people, identifying their strengths, identifying kind of what they 
are really good at, what's in their wheelhouse, where they, you know, thrive and trying to 
get them into those spaces. So that's most every restructure has kind of been that too. So I 
think because of that we have a good team. 
Thea continued to describe learning how important it was to communicate change effectively 
while building a team. Her mistakes reinforced the importance of sharing information and 
bringing people on board to manage change meant creating a list of who need to be informed and 
developing clear messaging to move the vision forward.  
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Wendy contrasted communicating with her team with the need to identify a “first team.” 
In her case, it was the cabinet. She noted that less seasoned professionals make the mistake of 
thinking student voice matters more than other considerations. She shared: 
And if you choose being an advocate and agent for the students at the cost of your 
leadership voice at the table, you’ve made a career limiting move. [pause] It works the 
other way too. If you make a decision of loyalty and being an agent of the institution 
without somehow bolstering the regard of the students, that you respect and that you’re 
listening, that’s also a limiting move, but it’s probably not a career limiting move, it’s an 
influence limiting move. 
Leaders in the later stages recognize the influence and impact they have and communicate 
effectively across constituents.  
 Thea picked up on this element of understanding power as a leader in describing her 
experience learning from mistakes. As she evolved as a leader, Thea developed listening skills 
and “to take a posture of humility and apologize when I have to.” She became “very aware of 
how you use power because I have power over them [her team] and I have to, I have to treat that 
with a lot of respect.” Thea recognized she needed to balance empathy with agency as a leader. 
 One final hallmark of leaders in the latter stage of student affairs leadership included the  
ways they integrated faith practices into their leadership. Thea described taking on more 
“contemplative” practices of prayer and meditation. These activities helped center her and orient 
less towards certain “behavioral expectations” as a leader and be more attuned to her own voice 
as a leader. She also acknowledged becoming comfortable where her beliefs differ from the 
institution’s stance on certain issues such as supporting LGBTQ+ students. Thea noted that the 
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college’s emphasis on hospitality allowed her to work and thrive in an environment which 
welcomed divergent perspectives.  
Wendy also described bringing in and using more poetry and “principles of leadership 
that are non-negotiables” to her leadership. For her, the focus is less on efficiency and excellence 
(even though she named them as “good things”). Rather, Wendy explained, “Things that are 
going to carry the day are if student life professionals in Christian higher education have a 
vibrant [emphasis] faith experience themselves. And out of the overflow they can minister to 
students.”  As Wendy nears the last six or seven years of being a student affairs educator, her 
leadership shifted its focus to fleshing out those foundational beliefs, tied to her faith, that she 
hopes will influence the field as a whole.   
The stages of student affairs leadership emerged as participants took on different roles 
and found ways to integrate their personal lives with their professional identities. While all three 
stages of student affairs leadership emphasized relationships, each stage encompassed a central 
concept. The early stage focused on collaboration and building programs. The middle stage 
highlights the importance of clarity and becoming attuned to institutional demands while 
developing people. The final or late stage becomes dominated by communicating a broad vision 
for the institution and field of student affairs. The three stages build on one another and were not 
solely dependent on a participant’s title or position. In addition, the context in which participants 
led also influenced their experience with the stages of leadership.  
Conclusion 
 Participants described their path to leadership in student affairs in a variety of ways. 
Three themes emerged from the data which highlight the complexity of participants’ 
advancement as women student affairs leaders. Participants described being called to leadership, 
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including struggling with the imposter syndrome. Participants expressed their experience 
diverging from gender norms and expectations for women in Christian higher education. They 
navigated through early, middle and late stages of leadership in student affairs as evidenced by 
their focus on collaboration, clarity and communication. The environment of Christian colleges 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THEORETICAL ANALYSIS 
Evidence shows me how Christian patriarchy was built, stone by stone, throughout the 
centuries. Evidence shows me how, century after century, arguments for women’s 
subordination reflect historical circumstances more than the face of God.  
– Beth Allison Barr 
 
The experience of senior women leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges has often 
been obscured or embedded into conversations about women leaders in this setting writ large. 
This study examined the journey of 13 women leaders in student development within the context 
of Christian higher education. I sought to understand how participants perceived their gender as 
affecting their interactions with others and their development as student affairs educators. Three 
themes emerged from the data: calling, juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and 
stages of student affairs leadership. In order to more fully understand the experience of 
participants, I applied a theoretical lens using feminist theory (Hesse-Biber, 2014; hooks, 2010; 
Nicholson & Pasque, 2011) and Eagly and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership framework to the 
data and identified where participants’ experiences aligned with or diverged from the theory. I 
begin by reviewing the key tenets of each theory before applying it to the data. Finally, I 
interpret the themes in light of both theoretical frameworks.  
Analysis Through Feminist Theory Lens 
 Feminist theory aims to uncover and illuminate the influence of power and culture on 
gender (Botkin et al, 2007). Feminism works to end gender-based oppression and free men and 
women to fully embrace their experience and autonomy (Hackman, 2010; hooks, 2010; 
Nicholson & Pasque, 2011). As an overarching framework, feminist theory exposes the systemic 
ways sexism and patriarchy limits the advancement of women and privileges men and the male 
experience (Lipsitz Bem, 1993). Through identifying gender polarization, feminist theory 
explains what happens when individuals violate androcentrism and heteronormative ideas of 
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masculinity and femininity (Lipsitz Bem, 1993). Feminist theory advances the idea that women 
think, know, believe, and act in ways distinct from and similar to men (Crotty, 1998). By 
creating space for the experience of women to be viewed, understood, and explored, feminist 
theory legitimizes that experience as true and necessary (Belenky et al., 1997; Crotty, 1998; 
Nicholson & Pasque, 2011).  
This study examined the question of how women navigate and describe their experience 
in the male-dominated, gender polarized context of Christian higher education. The findings 
illuminated the variety of ways participants interpret positive and negative experiences related to 
gender and the challenges they face when drawing attention to sexism. Participants described 
benign sexism, a patriarchal institutional culture, experience of androcentrism, opportunities for 
women leaders, and the gender polarization of motherhood.  
Benign Sexism 
Several participants reported wondering how to respond to “benign sexism” and 
dismissed its influence. Participants described instances when their authority, abilities or 
leadership were questioned due to their gender. These challenges were viewed as non-
threatening or not harmful as they did not stop participants from leading. Participants identified 
experiences where they perceived their gender as limiting them in some way, yet brushed aside 
the concerns or wondered if they misread a situation. Participants questioned whether they had 
what it takes to lead or if they ought to lead in light of being a mother.  
Allie described this benign sexism as “the barriers to me were more subtle, day in, day 
out, than this blame like someone tried to stop me from doing something.” Participants 
interpreted everyday experiences of sexism as less problematic than might be expected. They 
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used language like “I don’t know” or “I’m not sure if” when asked about challenges related to 
gender. Susanna described it this way: 
I actually do not in my current role spend a lot of time thinking about the gender 
dynamics. I mean, most of what I feel like I encounter is personality dynamics. And I, 
however, to say that there’s not gender dynamics is not true. 
This lack of awareness or concern about gender showed up in other participants’ stories. 
Madeline concurred, saying, “I don't feel anything at all, from a gender perspective,” This 
ambivalence was taken farther by Wendy and Hannah who stated they did not experience any 
glass ceiling. Wendy noted her career trajectory aligned with male peers and she did not lack for 
opportunities to progress. Both participants interpreted their gender as being neutral to their 
career trajectory and their leadership.  
Others, including Susanna and Rachel, were quick to note the positive influence of men 
on their leadership journeys. Rather than identifying gender oppression, participants described 
less dramatic experiences with sexism and often brushed off the consequences. Wendy shared, “I 
don’t feel like I’ve been in the trenches on the issue. I don’t feel like I’ve been beat up by the 
issue. I’ve never been abused, I’ve never been harassed, or anything like that.” She also 
described “empty compliments about my appearance and how I was dressed, um, which 
therefore led to [laughs] basically stating, like, if you can look this good, you can do this” in 
order to get her to take on a difficult project. However, Wendy also noted she gained awareness 
of gender oppression and sexism while in graduate school which led to her dissertation on the 
experiences of women students and the chilly climate of Christian higher education. Participants 
identified moments of everyday sexism, but did not necessarily name it as such. Their matter of 
fact descriptions and recitations of instances where they questioned their experience often came 
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through a conflict or negative experience with institutional culture. In several cases, participants 
described an institutional culture which supported male authority and dominance over women as 
the norm.  
Patriarchy and Institutional Culture 
The institutional culture of Christian higher education historically forms around a 
patriarchal perspective where male authority and the male experience dominates. Christian 
colleges and universities create a shared culture and institutionalize shared norms and 
expectations for behavior, often outlined in faith statements and community covenants. These 
foundational documents create a shared understanding of acceptable behavior and often use 
male-centered language. For example, Madeline’s institutional faith statement described all the 
ways “man” and “men” followed God with no mention of women or humanity in general as did 
Joy’s university which highlights the “redemption of man” and “all men have sinned” with no 
reference to women. In a similar way, Susanna’s institution referenced “man fell into sin” before 
changing to use gender neutral language noting “human beings are born with a bent toward 
sinning.”  In contrast, other institutions, such as the ones served by Thea, Rachel, and Wendy, 
used more inclusive language and intentionally choose the language of “human” and “humanity” 
to include everyone. 
In addition to expectations outlined by the college, participants also noted the influence 
of the founding church on the institution’s culture related to women. The theology of the church 
and its views on the role of men and women fostered an institutional culture that either valued 
women or viewed women as subordinate to men. In some cases, the institutions interpreted 
scripture, in alignment with their affiliated church, to mean that God ordained men to lead and 
women to submit or follow. Debra shared: 
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Even though we have a theology and a governance structure that allows us to affirm 
women in leadership. In fact that was not the case when I was growing up. So I mean, I 
could see that, you know, men did everything and there were only certain things that 
women were allowed to do….even when I came to [Institution] as a student…I had 
exactly one class taught by a woman. I mean, just it was what it was. It’s just not that 
there weren't any other female faculty members. But in my four years, one class, honors 
comp, taught by a woman. So I recognized that I was from a faith tradition where women 
could be in leadership, but it wasn't happening. I had always hoped that if I had daughters 
maybe we would be far enough along that they would get to see women in leadership 
within my faith tradition and that didn't happen either. 
Rachel also reported a similar experience where the denomination overseeing the institution 
influenced how men and women interact within the institutional setting. She noted: 
I also think there is a particular way, so we’re in a Christian tradition that men have been 
more predominantly leaders in church as well. And I think they carry some of the habits 
from their church leadership into their work at a Christian place. So whatever dynamics 
are present in a church elders meeting or something like that show up in our leadership 
space.  
She continued to explain that women leaders within the church, and by extension the institution, 
lead in more collaborative, less competitive ways than their male counterparts. Rachel found that 
the small number of women in senior leadership roles within the church made it challenging to 
find support. Rachel noted:  
Even at church we have a lot of teachers, lots of women who are working, but to think of 
another who’s at the executive level, responsible for an institution? It’s hard for me to 
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come up with a name. Which creates an interesting dynamic when my male colleagues 
have no problem thinking of men who are running institutions, who are running 
businesses, and who are Christians in executive positions and who also, I think, then, 
have perhaps, an easier way of networking with those folks. In Christian circles it is more 
common to network within your own gender. 
This interplay between church and campus culture created gender-specific silos where women 
rarely achieved the highest level of leadership or were encouraged to pursue it. This tendency to 
support a patriarchal, male dominated culture within Christian colleges often mirrored the 
theological beliefs of the supporting church. All too often, Christian colleges err on the side of 
supporting conservative theological beliefs in exchange for the continued support of church 
leaders who represent a potential pipeline of students coming from churches within the 
denomination. As a result, women are left out of leadership, even when they demonstrate and are 
called to lead.  
Experience of Androcentrism  
While institutional culture created silos for women, several participants also noted they 
were often the only woman on a leadership team. The lack of women leaders highlighted 
participants’ experience with androcentrism or the idea of male-centeredness (Lipsitz Bem, 
1993). Participants described a feeling of “other” in positive and negative terms. Rachel and 
Madeline noted that being the only woman on the president’s cabinet meant they learned to 
“banter” like men. Rachel shared, “There’s sort of an informal, almost, it’s not locker room 
because that denotes something negative and inappropriate which I’m not getting at, but it’s a 
banter, a joking, a kind of surface level elbowing each other.” Madeline shared how banter 
between male colleagues about sports allowed her time to tune out and “to not have anything to 
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think about for, like if there’s some area of the world that I don't need to care about it’s actually a 
relief.” At the same time, Madeline also noted the dynamics of the cabinet shifted when another 
woman was part of the team: 
We went on retreats periodically. We haven't done any retreats lately and I think the 
problem, you know, like I think for them to plan a retreat with like the one woman. I 
think the president is like, maybe not. I mean, I don't know that. But we did them when 
there were two of us. We haven't done them when there’s just me. And of course I'm 
single. To which, is I mean I think everybody on our cabinet is over it and they don't see 
that is weird, with all their wives and stuff like that. I think the optics sometimes are 
interesting for like other men on our team, perhaps, than that maybe I bring, I make 
things a little complicated, you know, just my presence. 
Madeline’s marital status as a divorced single mother highlights another cultural element in that 
institutions served by participants normalize heterosexual relationships as a given, marriage as an 
expectation and sexual intimacy outside marriage as unacceptable.  Being an unmarried woman 
at an overnight retreat with married male colleagues, therefore, becomes complicated as it could 
be misconstrued by others. Madeline underscored the feeling she had that her experience as a 
divorced woman was significantly different and not normal in comparison to married male 
colleagues.  
 The perception that men were viewed as superior to women also surfaced in Stephanie’s 
story. Stephanie reported a male colleague for whom “much less is expected of him” which 
created a challenging dynamic as a leader. She continued: 
I do think sometimes in Christian circles that have been largely led by males…there’s 
been a lot of females who have helped males and that gender role piece that we talked 
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about at the very beginning at home, sometimes even if they're unaware of it, creates this 
expectation that my role as a leader is to help them do their work or to shine or to do all 
those things. 
For Stephanie, these unwritten expectations, informed by Christian culture, that women play 
supportive roles to men even when in a similar leadership position, led her to take a more 
proactive approach and draw clear boundaries for what she would and would not do.    
Other examples of androcentrism emerged when describing policies and practices which 
influenced their growth as leaders. Carrie and Allie learned their pay was markedly lower than 
male counterparts. Rachel shared that the lack of a maternity leave policy left her no choice but 
to bring a newborn to work. Thea reported being shamed for using health insurance for 
gynecological needs which exceeded an amount human resources expected. She described 
marching into the human resource office to confront the director. In reflecting back, Thea noted 
she could have handled it differently, but recognized the sexism which underpinned the entire 
situation.  
Leah also recognized sexism as it happened, but with less angst as she navigated “a toxic 
culture” which did not view women as being as strong or as capable as men. She noted, “it’s 
more like theologically we don't believe that you should be doing this or that. Now, [institution] 
doesn't have a specific stance on that but very key leaders do and our denominations do.” In 
contrast, Madeline described a “boys’ club” where men were given opportunities for professional 
development over others. However, she noted that being aware of this reality did not stop her 
from developing as a leader or raising the issue with the president of the institution once she was 
in a position to do so. While it was “difficult to navigate,” Madeline persisted in the face of a 
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culture which fostered an atmosphere where women were viewed as “not promotable” and men 
were. 
Androcentrism takes different forms all while centering on the male experience within 
institutions. On the one hand, participants described lower expectations for male colleagues 
while also identifying the problem of fewer expectations and opportunities for women. Thea 
recalled when starting out as a new volleyball coach at a Christian college: “the AD saying to 
me, you don't have to know anything about it. Just throw out a bunch of balls” before noting the 
significant financial investment into the men’s football team and the lack of value placed on 
women’s sports. Thea understood, without it being stated outright, that women’s athletics 
mattered less. In a similar way, Jennifer reported feeling frustrated when realizing when a man 
with less credentials was awarded a job simply because he was a well-known alumnus and 
former athlete, both highly prized by the institution. She noted that hearing a woman would 
never be president at her alma mater caused her to re-think her role within the institution. She 
continued, “When I was in meetings, how male voices were listened to in different ways. Just 
these, you know, minor things said constantly about women and women in leadership.” Jennifer 
understood that women’s voices carried less weight. In subtle and less subtle ways, participants 
described the different forms the centering of the male experience took within an institution’s 
culture to the detriment of women. However, participants also identified the instances where 
institutional leaders recognized this disadvantage and sought women for positions of influence 
and the result of those efforts.  
Opportunities for Women Leaders 
Even while androcentrism played a role in participants’ experiences, they also shared the 
many ways Christian higher education provided opportunity for them. Several participants’ 
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shared the importance of having women’s’ voices at the leadership table through intentional 
recruitment of women. Participants described the ways both men and women leaders, often 
someone in a supervisory role, invited them to consider taking on a leadership role. Without that 
invitation, several participants would not have chosen to lead or made a career move with 
additional responsibilities. Debra described being over-qualified for her first job in student 
development. However once hired, she also became aware that her supervisor [the vice president 
of student life] had “an agenda. I mean he never said this, but I knew it was true. [Institution] had 
never had a woman on the cabinet and it was his agenda for me to be the first woman on the 
president’s cabinet.” She explained further: 
I suspect that he had a personal agenda for a long time to kind of challenge the ways in 
which the University conceptualized its leadership. And he’s a White male so I want to 
say that, but he was a, you know, a forward thinking person and he had been in secular 
higher ed for 20 years before he came to [Institution] and did 20 years in Christian higher 
ed. So I think he, you know, just had a personal heart for helping the institution broaden 
its perspective of, um, around leadership and decision making. 
This intentional pursuit of women leaders created a shift in the culture of the institution where 
women in leadership became normalized. Debra served with at least one other woman leader on 
the cabinet during her tenure. Thea experienced something similar in that the president (also a 
woman) purposely built a cabinet of 50-50 split between men and women. She described the 
culture as one of “mutual respect” where colleagues commit to support one another and her voice 
matters.  
  Joy found a similarly supportive environment on the president’s cabinet even as she 
described negative experiences with Board members. The power differential meant she 
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sometimes questioned whether a particular incident was sexism or more broadly a simple 
difference in culture. She shared: 
One of them, every time we meet, gives me a nickname. So he’s called me a princess… 
he calls me daddy’s little girl, which also just has weird sexual undertones to it…And I 
think to myself, he did not give the male predecessor in this role nicknames like this. I 
know he didn't whether I don't know that for a fact. I just know it [emphasis]. He didn't 
give nicknames to the guy who came before me. So do I say something? Because this, I 
just feel, is sexism? It’s like maybe a little bit of a benign form of sexism that exists, but 
it’s not hurting me. I can handle it. But do I say something, he’s a board member? So part 
of me is like, Joy just suck it up. He’s a board member, it's, it’s not a problem. I make 
jokes about it to the other VPs…But then I think what is he doing to the other women in 
his life? He’s a pastor. What are the women at his church dealing with? Do I need to say 
something for those women?  I haven't said anything. 
Joy’s narrative demonstrates how patriarchal institutional culture and androcentrism created an 
environment where she questioned herself. To work through these experiences, Joy leaned on the 
support of fellow cabinet members, including two women leaders, to wrestle with how to address 
these sexist comments.  
Gender Polarization and Motherhood 
 One area participants named as the most gender polarized related to motherhood and 
parenting.  Gender polarization organizes culture and social life around the differences between 
men and women (Lipsitz Bem, 1993). According to participants, evangelical Christians often 
assign women the role of “carers” responsible for home life while men work and lead. Carrie 
shared an instance where she was not called to respond to an on-campus crisis because she was a 
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mother, even though male colleagues were also parents. Allie noted that men who were fathers 
often experienced more leeway to go to their children’s games or activities than women who 
were mothers. These mixed messages created discomfort and confusion at times, especially when 
participants deviated from the norms within their specific institutional context. Jennifer offered: 
A lot of that really, theologically would say different views on women and in the home. 
And so in the home and in the church, they would have ideas on what women can or can't 
do. And then this would, you know, privilege those [beliefs] that they think most people 
believe at the institution…I don't know how you can separate those things, then to say, 
you know, when my colleagues that I'm sitting around a table with their personal views 
are women shouldn't work, you know need to stay at home with the children and their 
personal views are women can't lead in the church. I don't know how you separate that 
when you're sitting at the table with women. So I think I was able to kind of see some of 
that and recognize the challenge. 
Jennifer ultimately chose to step outside Christian higher education because of the mismatch 
between her beliefs and her institution’s values.  
In contrast, other participants described a counternarrative outlining the ways they 
balanced a professional life with the role of wife and mother. Allie shared, “there are many that 
feel a tug that they would like to be home. I don't have that.” Allie recognized that having the 
support of one’s family played a critical role in being able to contravene expectations for women.  
In a similar way, Stephanie and Thea described an annual review process with their 
family to determine the right balance of work and family life. Susanna outlined her own process 
to determine how to manage work and motherhood. She noted the difference between how she 
views this process versus her husband: 
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For my husband, it has been like addition. It’s been like one plus one, like, okay, so it’s 
going to be more work and more time. Or maybe we need to subtract this or maybe we 
need to like divide that. But for me, I feel like it’s been calculus. It’s been like abstract 
and theoretical in like lots of formulas. So much like deep pondering of self and for 
[husband], who is a thoughtful man and a feminist, I have to say he’s just so much more 
like okay, well, it’ll be more work? Do we need to hire more childcare?...it’s just we’re 
socialized so differently.  
The differences between how Susanna and her husband viewed juggling parenthood and work 
offered Susanna the space to pursue leadership. His support helped Susanna gain the confidence 
needed to take on both roles successfully.  
 While Susanna called out her husband’s support, Madeline’s faith helped her realize she 
could manage motherhood and stepping into a vice president role as a single mother. She 
described learning to trust that God would provide for her. In addition, the practical element of 
having on-campus housing and being able to bring her children to different campus events 
provided a way to balance both roles. 
 Other participants described coming to terms with the illusion of “balance” as a way to 
manage motherhood. Allie shared: 
I think of a pie chart and balance to me would be I list every single part of my life, and 
they all have equal segments…So when I think of wholeness, I think of the whole circle 
and that those lines are constantly shifting. But what are the main things for me that need 
to always be present? And sometimes work is a larger priority than social life or things 
like that. So I think that’s the difference for me. I hate it when people say, what’s your 
work life balance? And I'm like [shrugs].  Because there isn't a silver bullet…And so I 
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tried to change my language or I'll say like my life is full. Not balance. But it’s full, and 
maybe it’s just a semantics game with myself. But I've really tried to, there isn't a perfect 
balance to things. 
Thea concurred, “balance? I hate the word ‘work life balance’… that’s not a word I use. I 
integrate my work and my life” that goes beyond being a mother and wife. She noted that when 
things get “wacky,” she takes time re-evaluate and find ways to bring more alignment between 
her mulitple roles.  
 This ongoing assessment of the various roles women play emerged in conversations 
participants had with other staff and students. Leah recalled being asked during a job interview if 
she would be able to balance having small children with a senior leadership role. At times, 
participants reported exasperation that students and colleagues “still questioned” whether women 
could adequately juggle parenthood with work. Susanna and Thea noted that Christian higher 
education needed to “do better” by its women students. As Thea shared:  
I have worked with student female leaders for years. They constantly and forever asked 
questions about family and the majority of them you know, aren't dating anybody…First 
of all, they don't know if they're going to get married. Second of all, they don't know if 
they're going to have kids. And third of all, why are you thinking about that now? And 
then I want to say to them, I wouldn't be here teaching you if I didn't work as a mom. 
Like it’s almost offensive when you ask me. I'm like, I wouldn't be here. And we 
wouldn't be having this conversation if I wasn't a working mom. So I do think there’s just 
still so much work to be done in Christian colleges and in our churches about what is 
possible for women.  
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Susanna agreed, noting women students and staff “still see it as bifurcated…They say maybe 
they want to stay home. I don't know. It just seems unresolved” in a way that no longer was for 
her. Susanna and others found ways to honor their whole selves as both professionals and 
mothers. 
When viewed on a continuum, participants’ experience of sexism, androcentrism, and 
gender polarization demonstrates that the context of Christian higher education can struggle to 
nurture women. Whether a trying to break through a boys’ club or being called “God’s princess,” 
participants acknowledge that gender matters. Even though participants rarely used words like 
sexism or gender oppression, for many, their experiences point to limitations based on their 
gender. Institutional culture played an important role in nurturing women to leadership. 
Environmental factors, influenced by the president and board, contributed to creating a culture 
where women and men could fully express themselves as leaders. Those institutional cultures 
that accomplished this successfully were built with intentionality and incredibly rare. The path to 
finding such institutions often came to participants as a result of unexpected opportunities that 
led them in new directions. The process of navigating those opportunities and understanding the 
points of tension along the way I turn to next.  
Women’s Leadership Framework 
 Eagly and Carli (2007) developed a women’s leadership framework to explain the varied 
paths women’s leadership journeys take. The authors used the metaphor of a labyrinth to 
describe the detours and dead-ends women experience as they navigate their careers. The 
circuitous route of a labyrinth fits the narrative of women leaders as it connotes variety of ways 
women come to lead. In addition, Eagly and Carli identified the systems, policies, and personal 
attributes which support or hinder women in achieving senior leadership roles. Finally, the 
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women’s leadership framework exposed the unconscious and conscious ways people and 
systems disadvantage women in leadership. The framework identified the double bind women 
leaders face in balancing agentic and communal ways of leading.   
Traveling the Labyrinth 
 The labyrinth metaphor serves to pinpoint the complexity of a woman’s journey to 
leadership. For Eagly and Carli (2007) and others (Wyatt & Silvester, 2015), the labyrinth 
describes the circuitous route women take in creating a career. Barriers emerge and opportunities 
are lost often due to systems, policies, and personal attributes which influence whether a woman 
succeeds and advances in her chosen field. In Christian practice, labyrinths act as a prayer and 
meditative tool (Holy Cross Episcopal Church, n.d.) leading an individual closer to God and then 
back out into the world. Walking a labyrinth mirrors walking one’s path in life, becoming 
focused on God at the center.  
 The labyrinth metaphor as described by Eagly and Carli (2007) aligned with participants’ 
experience of calling in the sense that often their career took shape outside an expected path. 
Allie described it as, “opportunities have fallen in my lap.” Nine participants started their careers 
outside higher education and few aspired to take on senior leadership roles. Hannah and Thea 
shared becoming a vice president for student life never figured in their long-term plans as each 
held faculty roles when recruited for their executive leadership positions. Thea noted, “I never 
set out to be in a leadership role, that’s never something I pursued….It just happened.” Instead, 
participants described being faithful and responsive to prompts from God as they made career 
decisions. Madeline described trusting God would provide if she applied to a position of 
leadership. Debra and Susanna shared coming to agreements with their husbands as they 
conducted concurrent job searches. They agreed that whoever found a job first between husband 
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and wife, that is where their families would go. Unexpectedly in both cases, Susanna and Debra 
found their jobs first and so their families moved for the wife’s job, rather than the husband’s. 
Participants described career moves happening in unexpected and unplanned ways. As with a 
labyrinth, lines are not straight and the path is not clear from the start. An individual simply 
starts walking and makes choices as opportunities come and go as did participants in determining 
a career path. In some instances, those decisions brought them closer to God and to their 
authentic selves as leaders. 
 While participants noted the influence of being called to a specific position, they also 
shared their own experiences with detours along their career path. Unlike men’s career paths 
which often follow a logical, lock-step progress, Eagly and Carli’s (2007) labyrinth metaphor 
reflects the experience of participants facing dead-ends and detours. Once on the path to student 
affairs leadership, participants in the middle stages of their careers described having some 
expectation that they would continue to progress in their career. Instead, several participants 
experienced a detour or dead-end which hindered them from taking on further leadership. Leah 
and Jennifer shared the painful process of coming to a dead-end and deciding to step back from 
working in a Christian college environment. Leah wrestled with working in an environment 
where her authority and leadership skills were questioned because of her gender. Jennifer 
described coming to realize the institutional culture of her alma mater would not support her 
growth as a leader.  
While some participants experienced clear dead-ends, Allie shared her experience with 
two detours, one when she and her husband chose to return from the missionary field and a 
second when she chose to step back from leadership to care for her family during her husband’s 
significant illness. Wendy described coming to the realization that an institution which had been 
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her home for over 20 years would not support her desire for more leadership because of her 
gender. In response, Wendy sought leadership opportunities elsewhere and eventually found 
“home” at an institution which fully supports her leadership. Participants removed themselves 
from a context rather than continue to bump up against cultural values which alienated their 
advancement. Rather than remain at a dead-end, participants left to pursue opportunities 
elsewhere. The detours participants experienced rarely came about due to formal policies, but 
rather from informal practices and an institutional culture which hindered participants from fully 
expressing themselves as leaders. In some instances, participants chose to leave the labyrinth 
rather than stay on a path which led to nowhere. The choice to leave often started when 
participants recognized they could no longer lead authentically and their careful balancing of 
communal and agentic ways of leading no longer worked.  
Negotiating the Double Bind 
 Eagly and Carli (2007) used the labyrinth metaphor to describe the unexpected delays 
and challenges women face as they pursue leadership. In tandem with identifying the detours and 
dead-ends, Eagly and Carli also identified the double bind or the conscious and unconscious 
ways people and systems disadvantage women in leadership. This disadvantage for women 
means they are viewed as less effective as leaders. In addition to Eagly and Carli (2007), Post et 
al. (2019) and Rosette and Tost (2010) found that women need to balance agentic and communal 
ways of leading in order to be effective. Masculine, individualistic, assertive, and ambitious 
describe agentic leadership traits while feminine, compassionate, kindness and avoiding direct 
disagreement define communal leadership traits. Balancing these two types of leadership traits 
created a double bind (Eagly & Carli, 2007). Women must find a way to assert their leadership 
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and authority while also being viewed as likeable. This balancing act requires women leaders to 
adopt a leadership style which fits the organizational culture where they lead. 
 In describing their leadership, all 13 participants described themselves in communal 
terms. Participants used words like “collaborative,” “highly relational,” “developer,” and “care.” 
when describing their approach. They demonstrated concern for students and colleagues, paying 
attention to the relationship with subordinates, other cabinet members, and students. In observing 
both Wendy and Hannah leading team meetings, I noted that each participant spent significant 
amounts of time attending to the emotional concerns of staff as demonstrated through soliciting 
prayer concerns and answering questions about potential response scenarios to the pandemic. 
They reframed worry while offering encouragement and support. Rachel demonstrated a similar 
level of personal care as she walked from one building to the next during an observation. She 
stopped along the way to inquire about the well-being of students and staff . This series of 
behaviors support Eagly and Carli’s description of communal traits.   
In listening to participants’ narratives, it became clear communal ways of leading are 
viewed as more culturally acceptable than assertiveness in the Christian college context for 
women. Susanna shared, “the women who are successful are kind and gracious and nice and 
assertive without being too assertive and they don't lose their cool and they are not too pushy.” 
She noted that there was an expectation that male colleagues would “jockey for power” while 
she and other women needed to avoid being viewed as “too bossy, or if anyone thought I was 
trying to hold on to power, that would be negative.” She continued, “my culture tolerates a lot 
more bad behavior from them [men] than it does from women.” Susanna defined “bad behavior” 
as seeking power, interrupting and speaking over others.  She also shared examples of “waiting 
too long” to hold people accountable because of her desire to give people the benefit of the doubt 
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for as long as possible. Debra described a similar experience in navigating the culture of 
Christian higher education. She noted: 
From my perspective, probably part of the reason that it worked, and has continued to 
work in a largely male dominated leadership team and board of trustees, and what have 
you. I'm not, I'm not domineering in my leadership style.  I'm an introvert. I'm a good 
listener. So I do lead, but it’s just, it tends not to be in your face gotta be this way, not 
confrontational.  
In comparison, Joy described her experience violating that expectation. She noted, “I think there 
is an expectation, culturally, especially in the conservative Christian world that female leaders 
are not bold or outspoken.  And I say, too bad.” For the most part, this “disposition” towards 
communal leadership succeeds for this group of women leaders in this specific setting. 
 At the same time, participants demonstrated agentic leadership especially in managing 
change. Thea described the process of leading significant structural change within the Division 
of Student Affairs. Thea shared, “My tendency is to be an activator like just, let’s just go. This 
makes sense. Let’s go. It seems like the right thing to do.” Thea went on to share she welcomes 
“challenges, I sort of thrive when there’s a challenge out in front of me.” It takes a certain level 
of ambition to engage in long-term change for the betterment of the institution. Debra described 
a similar process of bringing about long-term change to one department. It required making 
significant changes to how the office was structured, funded, and revising its purpose. The result 
meant people lost jobs or were eventually forced to take retirement. While Debra worked 
towards a positive outcome, she knew it would be met with difficulty. Debra hired a new director 
who created excitement and momentum in bringing about the change. This gave Debra the space 
to move forward with her larger vision for the division.  
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 Agentic traits also emerged in how younger leaders described their leadership style. 
Allie’s leadership style balanced being “participatory” with being “very independent.” She 
described herself as letting her “people do their stuff “ without getting in the weeds of the day to 
day. Carrie shared, “I’m not a micromanager and I feel like I hire staff to do their job. And so my 
expectation is that you do your job.” Rachel noted the challenge for women “in a predominately 
male setting to take on a masculine form of leadership that isn’t maybe true to a female leader’s 
own identity. I definitely do think that is a temptation for me.” She continued, describing herself 
as “very achievement-oriented” and becoming less “nurturing and encouraging” over time. 
Rachel explained: 
I used to be more of a developer of people. And I still think I very much am, but I think 
in recent years, uh, I’ve maybe had to be less development and a little more, something 
else.  I can’t really put my finger on what that trait is. 
Rachel experienced a shift in how she expressed her leadership which took on more masculine 
and agentic traits. Madeline expressed something similar, noting that she seeks less input now 
than in the past as she gained confidence in her own leadership. She shared, “I think in the 
beginning, I definitely wanted everyone to feel like they had a voice” but over time, Madeline 
realized this approach became unwieldy and “people are still disappointed with the outcomes, 
even if you solicit everyone’s feedback, you still can't make everyone happy.” She also identified 
becoming more concerned with efficiency and getting things done as drivers for this shift in her 
leadership style. As a result, Madeline fosters a more transparent approach to decision-making, 
seeking input from trusted sources, but also moving forward with decisions relatively quickly.  
Participants’ shift towards more agentic ways of leading sometimes resulted in negative 
outcomes associated with the double bind. However, rather than being unconscious to  
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disadvantages, participants clearly understood when agentic ways of leading hurt their cause. Joy 
described herself as loving “to speak my mind” and learned to embrace a “bold” style of 
communicating. She recounted being hired specifically because of her ability to “push back” in 
conversations with the institution’s president:  
And when I interviewed with the president, he said, what I'm really looking for is 
someone who will push back…And I think I said something like, “Dr. [name], my 
mother, all the time, tells me I'm argumentative. Like I'm the perfect person for you if 
you’re looking for something like that. Give me a chance, I will shine!” 
Joy’s approach worked with the president, but she also received feedback from colleagues she 
was “too intimidating.” Colleagues questioned her competence during a 360 review process. Joy 
explained: 
I got high marks on my ability to do my job that I made systems better, and there was no 
doubt in my getting the job done and everything like that. I didn't have anywhere to 
improve in that type of thing. But in the comments that they wrote, more than one person, 
described me as intimidating or abrasive or unapproachable. And I thought, okay, I'm not, 
I mean I felt totally misunderstood. 
In response, Joy sought counsel from friends and mentors. Joy found two small ways to manage 
being viewed as too intimidating. First, Joy intentionally chose to forego wearing “blazers or 
power suits” in order to wear “polka dots” and more feminine attire. Second, she selectively 
chooses when to use her title in conversations with people. In addition to those strategies, over 
time, Joy strategically built relationships with people and created her own social capital by 
investing in people. She explained: 
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And so when I got this job, I really made a point to start what I called ‘making deposits.’ 
Make deposits with people on campus if they need something from me, then I am going 
to be agreeable. If they need something from me, you know, as long as it was reasonable. 
And if they needed my help, I was going to help them. If I wasn't sure what to do, I was 
going to call on them and ask them for help and kind of just make these paths or deposits 
and be as personable and kind and agreeable as I could, while still being myself because I 
thought, okay, when I get to my bold intimidating and self, I need to have something in 
the bank. So that they don't view me as unapproachable. So they know my heart and just 
see this as, oh, she’s speaking her mind. 
Joy’s strategy resulted in her “frank and forthright” style being viewed as an asset and not a 
liability to the institution. Rather than being “diverted” or experiencing detours (Eagly & Carli, 
2007), participants found acceptable ways to blend agentic and communal ways of leading 
within their specific institutional contexts. In a similar way, feminist theory helps explain the 
underlying context which influenced participants’ journey to leadership. Next, I explore further 
and apply both theories (feminist and women’s leadership framework) to the overarching themes 
present in the data.  
Theoretical Analysis of Themes 
 This study examined the experience of senior women leaders in student affairs at 
Christian colleges. The application of feminist theory and the women’s leadership framework to 
participants’ narratives illuminated their experiences more fully. I evaluated participants’ 
experiences with the main tenets of each theory and identified where they aligned and diverged. 
From this analysis of the findings, I turn now to apply the same theoretical lens to the themes 
which emerged from the data. Three themes of significance surfaced from the data: calling, 
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juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. Feminist 
theory and the women’s leadership framework work in tandem to uncover additional insights 
into the themes when applied more broadly.  
Calling 
 As an overarching theoretical framework, feminist theory elucidates the importance of 
studying women’s experiences as being distinct from, but equally necessary to understand, men’s 
experiences. The narratives explored in this study helped to identify some of those distinctions. 
When examining participants’ experience of calling or the sense that God nudges people to 
pursue specific roles or opportunities, the influence of gender needs to be understood. Several 
participants noted they never set out to be leaders, but were “called” to positions of influence. 
They also described institutional settings which were not always supportive of women leaders.  
Susanna described this process of coming to have “an imagination” about her senior leadership 
role, partly because she had never seen a woman take on that position. At the same time, 
participants displayed a certain amount of agency by being responsive to doors which opened up 
opportunities to them.  
In addition, ten out of 13 participants described how they were “tapped on the shoulder” 
and invited to take on additional responsibility and leadership. They did not necessarily pursue 
those types of roles until someone helped them see their own potential. For three participants, a 
female president identified them for senior leadership while other participants identified male 
sponsors and mentors who nurtured their own development. Participants described not having an 
expectation to lead yet coming to realize they had gifts or strengths and skills as a leader which 
affirmed their “calling” to lead. In addition, participants described wrestling with feeling like an 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
143 
imposter and wondered whether they had the right skills and temperament for leadership. Rachel 
shared she only saw herself in “a number two role” because: 
I do think as much as I’ve been encouraged strongly in my leadership, I have often seen 
myself in the number two role. I don’t know whether that is because I’m a woman or 
because I’m really good at being a number two to the president. I think I’m a very good 
advisor to a strong leader. 
Rachel questioned whether she curbed her ambition because she lacks the skills or because that 
has been the only model she’s seen – a woman in a supportive role.  
These internal, psychological barriers to advancement matter because of the participants’ 
gender, as noted by Eagly and Carli (2007). Women experience barriers and hinderances to their 
success in ways unique to them. Participants reported a lack of confidence, a hesitancy to 
proactively pursue leadership, and a need to be invited and affirmed to lead. This constellation of 
challenges slowed down, but did not stop this group of women leaders. They navigated the 
labyrinth by following God’s calling wherever it lead rather than being stymied by institutional 
and cultural expectations of Christian women. Participants found ways to diverge from shared, 
cultural norms related to how women are expected to lead.  
Juxtaposition of Gender Norms and Expectations 
 Applying a feminist lens to participants’ narrative sheds light on the choices they make 
regularly to deviate from feminine leadership ideals. From being bold and assertive to being a 
working mother, participants identified a number of ways they diverged from expected gender 
norms of Christian women. Participants experienced a high level of scrutiny of their choices as a 
professional woman when they violated expectations of women within the evangelical context. 
Rachel, Susanna, Leah, Hannah, and Thea described instances where their decision to work as a 
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mother was questioned by students, supervisors, and colleagues. At the same time, they had 
made peace with this divergence and expressed a wish that Christian higher education more fully 
embraced working mothers. There was a sense that Christian higher education had fallen behind 
secular institutions. Participants also identified key policies and informal practices (e.g. 
maternity leave policy, family first policy) which supported their leadership as women. While 
few participants named specific experiences of sexism, their acceptance of “benign sexism” 
emerged as they weighed whether to address those concerns or let them go. Often participants 
gave others the benefit of the doubt in those situations as a way to keep the peace and maintain 
their status as an effective leader and colleague.  
 In addition to policies which supported their development, participants also described 
their leadership in highly communal ways which helped them sustain their leadership. While 
Eagly and Carli (2007) identified successful women leaders find a middle way which balances 
assertiveness and ambition with collaborative, other-oriented leadership, participants in this 
study demonstrated more communal ways of leading, especially at the start of their careers. As 
they developed as leaders, participants began exerting more agentic leadership traits before 
finding a balance later in their careers. The data from my participants suggests that within the 
context of Christian higher education, communal ways of leading are more culturally acceptable 
provided women lead in a historically feminine way, avoid disagreements, and focus on concern 
for others.  
Stages of Student Affairs Leadership 
 The final theme of stages of student affairs leadership affirms Eagly and Carli’s (2007) 
work related to agentic and communal ways of leading. Participants began careers focused on the 
care and nurturing of students which evolved to the care and nurturing of teams or the university 
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over time. The early stage of leadership focused on collaboration and cross-campus partnerships.  
To be successful, participants needed to carry that bent towards relationships to future stages. 
The middle stage of leadership was often the most fraught and the place participants were apt to 
linger as they expressed more decisiveness and agency as a leader. Their clear vision could 
create opportunities or conflict, depending on their success in balancing communal and agentic 
ways of leading.  
 The final stage of student affairs leadership builds on the communication skills of 
participants. Thea described coming to own and wield power carefully over others, as did Debra. 
Their experiences increased their own awareness of the potential of oppressing others. At the 
latter stage of their careers, participants became skilled at confronting sexism while also taking 
the long view.  They situated their challenges within a larger context of the mission of the 
institution.  
Summary 
 This study sought to answer the question of how women leaders navigate and describe 
their experience in the male-dominated, gender polarized context of Christian higher education. 
Applying the lens of feminist theory and Eagly and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership 
framework to the findings provided additional insights in the participants’ stories.  Feminist 
theory exposed the influence of gender on participants’ leadership and professional development. 
The women’s leadership framework helped uncover the challenges women leaders face in 
navigating the labyrinth and balancing agentic and communal ways of leading. When applied to 
the findings and three themes, the influence of gender on participants’ experiences is revealed.  
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CHAPTER SIX: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
Not everyone believes in her and not everyone supports her. But her God goes with her and 
that’s what sustains her. ~ Morgan Harper Nichols 
 
 My study sought to describe and understand the career advancement of senior women 
leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges. I chose to explore this question because of my 
own experience as an alumna of a Christian college and as someone who originally began my 
career in student development at that type of institution. While my professional life went in a 
different direction, I wanted to more fully understand what choices and challenges women in the 
field experienced as they developed as leaders. In addition, I found a gap existed in the literature 
as it relates to all three elements of my study: women leaders, in student affairs, at Christian 
colleges.  My study focused on exploring how women of faith developed their identities as 
student affairs educators within the particular context of Christian higher education. In this 
chapter, I present a summary of the study, a discussion of the findings and themes, limitations, 
implications for practitioners and recommendations for future research.  
Summary of the Study 
 My study explored the career advancement and leadership development of women 
leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges. In this section, I review the purpose and 
significance of my research question along with a review of the themes found in the literature. A 
discussion of the methodology, data collection and analysis is provided before a summary of the 
findings.  
Significance of the Research Question 
The experience of women leaders in higher education continues to be an area in need of 
examination even as the academy becomes increasingly diverse. Much of the research on women 
leaders in higher education explored the experience of women presidents (Hill & Wheat, 2017; 
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Longman & Anderson, 2016; Oikelome, 2017) and faculty (Kellerman & Rode, 2014; Magrane 
et al., 2012; Nguyen, 2013; Shepherd, 2017) rather than women serving as the chief student 
affairs officer, dean of students, or in similar co-curricular roles. Studies examining the 
experience of women leaders within Christian higher education mirrored those found in research 
about secular institutions and focused on women presidents and faculty (Dahlvig, 2013; Dahlvig 
& Beers, 2018; Dindoffer et al., 2011; Joeckel & Chesnes, 2009; Longman & Anderson, 2016) 
These same studies also illuminated the complexities of navigating the shared culture of 
Christian institutions.   
The distinctiveness of women’s leadership within student affairs has largely been missed 
by other researchers or subsumed by conversations about women in higher education writ large. 
This becomes an issue as findings suggest the lack of women leaders across all types of 
institutions (Beeny et al., 2005; Duffy, 2010; Haley & Jaeger, 2012; Kellerman & Rode, 2014) 
and the significant attrition of new and early career professionals in students affairs each year 
(Marshall et al., 2016; NASPA, 2019) led to a leaky pipeline where few women achieve senior 
leadership roles in student affairs. This lack of women leaders becomes important in light of 
findings by the U.S. Department of Education (2016) which noted the positive influence on 
students when they work with educators who share similar identities. This gap between what 
might be expected in terms of women’s leadership and the reality of a dearth of women leaders 
opened the door to explore the issue more closely. As a result, I sought to answer the following 
research questions:  
• How do women leaders in student affairs describe their journey to leadership within the 
context of Christian higher education? 
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• How do women leaders in student affairs perceive their gender as affecting their 
interactions with others as leaders? 
Before I began answering this question, I examined the literature to determine where potential 
gaps might exist. 
Themes from the Literature Review 
 My study sought to answer the question of how women leaders in student affairs describe 
their journey to leadership and their perception of the role gender plays in their interactions with 
others within the context of Christian higher education. Prior to recruiting participants and 
collecting data, I reviewed the literature and found five central themes across a variety of studies 
in higher education, psychology, and business. The first theme of historical context demonstrated 
the central role women played in the development of the field of student affairs since the early 
twentieth century (Duffy, 2010; Myers & Sandeen,1973;  Schwartz & Stewart, 2017).  The 
second theme of promoting women’s leadership in higher education identified several factors 
which influenced women’s choice to lead including mentoring (Gardner et al., 2014; McNair et 
al., 2013), work-life balance (Beeny et al., 2005) and support in navigating the intersectionality 
of race and gender as a leader (Gardner et al., 2014; Oikelome, 2017).  
In contrast, the third theme focused on the barriers women face, in any sector, in 
advancing their careers and as leaders.  Eagly and Carli (2007) provided a meta-analysis of 
research from a variety of fields including psychology, economics, biology and sociology and 
identified the systems, policies, and personal attributes which hinder women’s advancement. 
Other researchers determined additional barriers including gender stereotypes and perceived 
psychological differences between men and women (Astin & Leland, 1993; Madden, 2011), the 
challenge of balancing a professional and personal identity (O’Neil et al., 2008), the impact of 
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the imposter syndrome within the higher education setting (Chance & Imes, 1978; Hutchins, 
2015; Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2016; Parkman, 2016; Parkman & Beard, 2008; Patzak et 
al., 2017; Vaughn et al., 2020) and organizational policies and structures that impede progress 
(Gangone & Lennon, 2014; Magrane et al., 2012).  
From understanding the barriers women experience, I shifted to focus on the context of 
Christian higher education. The fourth theme of women leaders and Christian colleges 
demonstrated that while there has been an increase in the number of women leaders within 
Christian higher education (Dahlvig & Beers, 2018; Longman & Anderson, 2016), their 
experience is often negative and marked by “sanctified sexism” (Hall et al., 2010; Joeckel & 
Chesnes, 2009). The final theme delved deeper into the theological influence of calling on 
women’s development as a leader and in their career decision-making (Dahlvig, 2013; Dindoffer 
et al., 2011; Longman et al., 2011; Oates et al., 2005). The themes which emerged from the 
literature highlight the need to understand the experience of this specific group of women 
leaders.  
A review of the literature exposed a gap in understanding the experience of women 
leaders in student development at Christian colleges. Feminist theory and its emphasis on giving 
voice and validation to women’s experiences provided an overarching analytical framework to 
understand participants’ stories (Belenky et al., 1997; Crotty, 1998; Hesse-Biber, 2014; hooks, 
2000). In addition, I chose to apply Eagly and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership framework in 
order to understand the choices women make as they lead. Eagly and Carli’s (2007) use of the 
metaphor of the labyrinth and the identification of agentic and communal ways of leading 
provided a framework to compare and contrast participants’ narratives and experience within 
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their specific contexts. To more fully understand that experience, I proposed a multi-site case 
study to begin to answer my research questions.  
Methodology 
 I chose to conduct a multi-site case study as it provided the most flexibility to explore 
both the individual participant’s experience as leaders while also uncovering the influence of the 
context of Christian higher education on their journey as student affairs educators. Case study 
research enables a researcher to understand a whole system, program, or experience which is 
clearly defined and bounded (Merriam, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 
2018). The unit or case being studied became women leaders in student affairs at a Christian 
college as it was clearly defined. I worked from the assumption that the participants shared a 
common experience due to their professional roles and educational setting. Case study research 
also required the use of a variety of data collection methods including observations, interviews 
and document review (Baskarada, 2014; Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015) to create thick 
descriptions of the complex phenomena being studied. I used a more fluid, emergent design in 
order to be responsive to what I uncovered during the data collection phase.  
Data Collection and Analysis 
 After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board, I utilized purposeful and 
snowball sampling to identify and recruit participants for the study (N=13). The cohort was 
identified through personal connections, recommendations from other participants, and publicly 
available data on college websites. Invitations to participate in the study were sent via email on a 
rolling basis. Once I reached a point of saturation, I stopped recruiting participants. All 
participants currently or previously worked at institutions affiliated with the Council for 
Christian Colleges and Universities, a group of 180 institutions which require staff and faculty to 
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be practicing Christians. 13 participants held director level or higher positions for at least one 
year. Two participants worked outside a college setting at the time of data collection while the 
remaining 11 participants worked at Christian colleges. All 13 women were White with the 
majority married with children (N=9). Two participants were single, one divorced, and one 
widowed. All 13 participants were active members of Protestant churches. Participants worked at 
institutions which ranged in size from 900 to 4,000 students. The colleges were located across 
the country with six located in the Midwest.  
Data collection began in January 2020 with a series of in-person interviews and 
observations with four participants. Prior to each visit, documents pertaining to each institution 
were reviewed including mission statements, theological or faith statements, student profiles, and 
other key facts. In addition, each participant’s LinkedIn profile and any publicly available 
speeches, podcasts, videos, or articles were reviewed. When the Covid-19 pandemic closed down 
travel across the U.S., data collection shifted to interviews conducted via Zoom. The remaining 
nine participants were interviewed using this method as observations and visits were no longer 
possible. After each interview (whether in person or via Zoom), participants were asked for a 
copy of organizational charts. Six participants made their organizational charts available for 
review.  
Each interview followed a semi-structured question protocol with a transcript generated 
after the interview along with observational notes. Participants reviewed the transcript for 
accuracy and made changes as needed. The edited transcript, observational notes, along with key 
documents combined to create a case study database of 65 artifacts. The database ensured data 
was collected with fidelity and accuracy across participants and visits. As data collection 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
152 
progressed, I kept a journal to jot down additional questions, observations, and notes to aid in the 
data analysis process.  
Data analysis was an iterative process that began towards the end of the data collection 
process. I used Dedoose software to aid in the coding of data across 65 artifacts. I began with 
open coding on one transcript to develop a preliminary list of 42 codes. I used line-by-line 
coding to read through the remaining transcripts. I made memos and notes before coding each 
observation and institutional document, generating a list of 211 codes. Next, I compared 
participants’ answers to specific questions related to leadership style, policies or practices which 
supported their leadership, and their first job in student affairs. I examined how participants with 
the rank of vice president versus non-executives answered different questions. I created tables 
with excerpts from each participant’s answers to these questions to complete a second round of 
line-by-line coding.  
The list of 211 codes, reduced to 11 broad categories, became three broad themes. In 
order to identify the themes, I clustered common codes together and created a boundary for what 
to include in a specific code. The characteristics of each code allowed me to see what was 
common across all participants. I drew mind maps to identify connections across codes and to 
note which to set aside as they did not answer my research question. In addition, I wrote a brief 
profile of each participant and created a table of showing the participants’ demographics, 
educational background, and institutional setting. By the end coding and after refining, I 
identified three broad themes from the coded data. To describe the three themes, I identified key 
quotes and examples from participants which illustrated the central concepts. I turn next to a 
discussion of each theme along with a theoretical analysis of the findings.  
Discussion of Findings and Themes 
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 My study uncovered three central themes across all participants: calling, juxtaposition of 
gender norms and expectations, and stages of student affairs leadership. Each theme influenced 
participants’ career journeys and their decisions about how they led and can be understood in 
light of two theories: feminist theory and Eagly and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership 
framework. A discussion of the findings and emerging themes, along with a theoretical analysis, 
follows. 
A majority of participants (N=8) began in a field other than student affairs while five 
pursued higher education upon college graduation. Seven participants began their student 
development careers in residence life while the other six started in admissions, student activities, 
health and wellness or as an academic administrator. Of the women who achieved the vice 
president level, six out of eight began their careers in residence life. The decision to pursue a 
career in the field of student affairs often came through unexpected ways which participants 
attributed to being called to a specific role or institution.  
Calling 
Participants’ decisions to build a career in student development, a sector most did not set 
out to pursue, often came as a result of being “called.” Participants described calling as “a very 
strong sense from God speaking to me” and leading them to work in a specific job or institution. 
This nudging from God was found in a sense of the “rightness” of a role or a “deep sense” that a 
participant was using her gifts to fulfill God’s purpose.  
Participants also connected their calling to their “leadership gifts” which they defined as 
the unique skills, strengths, and expertise God gives each person. Finally, ten participants noted 
the significant role others played in tapping them on the shoulder to lead. Several noted they did 
not view themselves as “ambitious” even as they achieved significant levels of responsibility. 
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Instead, participants described how mentors, faculty, supervisors, and spouses provided 
constructive feedback and ongoing encouragement to fully embrace their gifts as leaders. 
Without this support, participants reported they would have been less likely to step up and lead 
as it violated the expectations for women within the Christian college setting. 
In examining the theme of calling in light of feminist theory and the women’s leadership 
framework, it becomes clear that participants’ gender played a role in how they interpreted their 
calling. Participants negotiate daily how they will show up as leaders in the male-dominated 
context of Christian higher education, where men leading is the norm. They wield their power 
and voice carefully. The fact of being called by God served to protect participants in the face of 
internal and external doubts about their leadership. Participants at times lacked the confidence to 
pursue leadership or questioned whether they had the skills to succeed. Other people (colleagues, 
supervisors, students) questioned whether a woman could fulfill a leadership role. However, 
participants’ belief that God called them to a specific role transformed those doubts into a belief 
they could perform and lead in spite of being a woman. Participants came to view their 
leadership as intentional and necessary to God’s work in the world.  
Juxtaposition of Gender Norms and Expectations 
 Participants noted that the shared cultural values and expectations of women within 
Christian higher education significantly influenced their leadership journey. In describing both 
the shared Christian culture and their relationship to it, participants often juxtaposed or compared 
how they aligned with or diverged from the cultural expectations and norms for Christian 
women. Participants reported the most divergence in how they navigated motherhood. Several 
participants described instances where their choice to work was questioned by supervisors, 
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students, and colleagues. However, participants’ belief they were called to their role allowed 
them to resist this cultural expectation. 
 Participants also described the balancing act they engage in to be viewed as relationship-
oriented while also as leaders. Participants’ communication style erred on the side of being 
collaborative, helpful, and less confrontational. The few participants who describing having a 
style perceived as “bold” or “frank and forthright” also noted how that deviated from the norm.  
Finally, participants identified policies and practices which supported their leadership. Examples 
of policies included adequate maternity leave, “family first” working environments, equitable 
pay, and professional development opportunities. In addition, participants also reported the 
influence of informal mentoring on their growth as leaders from supervisors and other women in 
the field. The connections made across institutions and within other Christian settings helped 
women have “an imagination” about leadership in student affairs.  
 The “imagination” about what is possible for women leaders can be more fully 
understood when applying both the women’s leadership framework and feminist theory. Eagly 
and Carli’s (2007) described the “double bind” which women leaders face whereby they must 
balance agentic and communal ways of leading. Participants’ spoke to this challenge as they 
navigated challenges to their leadership. Most participants reported more communal ways of 
leading with most having a strong relational orientation to their leadership. It became clear that 
in order for participants to succeed as leaders in this specific context, they needed to err on the 
side of communal ways of leading. Those participants who violated that norm experienced 
negative comments and discomfort as did those who chose to cultivate an identity as both a 
mother and a professional.  
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A feminist perspective would note that this preference for communal, collaborative ways 
of leading is designed to keep women outside circles of influence within the institution and 
viewed as less powerful than male peers. In addition, participants were actively discouraged 
from expressing and being their full self as mother and educator.  Feminist theory helps 
interrogate who benefits from such an environment where so few women advance into leadership 
roles.  
Stages of Student Affairs Leadership 
 The final theme which emerged from the data centered on the stages of leadership 
participants described (Diagram 1). As women grew into new responsibilities, their leadership 
focus shifted as well. During the early part of their career, participants described their leadership 
as collaborative and concerned with the student experience. They worked to develop programs 
and cross-campus partnerships. During the middle phase of their leadership, as participants 
gained more responsibility, clarity became the focus. Participants’ leadership during this phase 
became marked by decisiveness and agency. They became more focused on the institution as a 
whole and on building a department. Participants spoke of having a clear vision of who they are 
as leaders and for their role.  
For participants who rose to positions of senior executive leadership and remained in the 
position for a significant amount of time, the latter stages of their leadership became 
characterized by communication. Participants described becoming more concerned with the 
mission and external focus of their work. They often took on the role of translator between the 
president and trustees and students and staff. Participants became more aware of their power and 
how to wield it wisely. Thea described learning to take on a posture of humility, in recognition 
that there are still things to learn as a leader. Participants in the late stage also worked to build 
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relationships across units within a division. The stages of leadership build off one another and 
acted as a feedback loop for participants. Throughout the three stages, participants learned to use 
their voice effectively and to craft an identity as a leader and a woman within a mostly male-
dominated environment.  
When applying the women’s leadership framework to the stages of student affairs 
leadership, it becomes clear that Eagly and Carli’s (2007) use of the metaphor of a labyrinth 
rings true. Most participants started out in another field and very few intended to become vice 
presidents or achieve senior leadership roles. Rather, they experienced detours and changes in 
direction throughout their careers. Two participants who no longer work within a college setting 
reflect the labyrinth metaphor’s dead-end challenge. Both Leah and Jennifer chose to step 
outside the traditional Christian higher education context due to the challenges they faced being 
women in that setting. It is unclear whether this detour will turn into a dead-end or whether they 
will return to a college setting; it may depend on whether they feel called to do so or not. In 
addition, the women’s leadership framework also confirms that women need to be invited to 
consider leadership as they are not conditioned to pursue it for themselves.  
The three themes of calling, juxtaposition of gender norms and expectations, and stages 
of student affairs leadership can be more fully understood in light of feminist theory and Eagly 
and Carli’s (2007) women’s leadership framework. Both theories help illuminate what helps and 
hinders women’s development as leaders in students affairs in the context of Christian higher 
education. Next, I examine the limitations of the study before turning to a discussion of the 
implications. 
Limitations of the Study 
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 The limitations of this study mirror those often found in qualitative studies, especially 
one focused on the experience of gender. Case study research requires significant amounts of 
time and resources in order to create thick descriptions of the phenomena being studied. I chose 
to use a more fluid design, rather than a structured approach as Yin (2018) advocates. I began 
collecting data prior to the Covid-19 pandemic and adjusted my data collection methods once it 
became apparent that in-person observations and interviews would not be feasible. Replicating 
data collection in such an environment would be difficult to do.  
 In addition to time and resources, the relatively small sample size and lack of diversity 
among participants limited generalizability. The participants reflected a homogenous group with 
a shared identity and culture as White, Christian, educated, middle class professional women in 
early to late middle age. They hold many privileged identities even while experiencing gender 
oppression and sexism due to their gender. At the same time, the Christian college context tends 
to narrowly define gender and sexuality. Any consideration beyond the traditional notion of 
male/female, man/woman binary for gender is considered taboo.  
The context of Christian colleges is a relatively narrow type of institution with less than 
200 such colleges in the United States. Denominational politics and church-related concerns 
influence institutional dynamics which are less likely to be an issue at other types of institutions. 
Finally, the field of student affairs represents a relatively modest amount of positions with higher 
education. While women in these roles play a significant part in sustaining the well-being of an 
institution, as a profession, student affairs still battles to demonstrate its relevance to institutional 
leadership. As Thea noted, she had a strike against her for being young, being a woman, and 
being in student affairs.  
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While the participants and context limit generalizability, other limitations can be found in 
the data analysis. The theories applied to the findings could be incorrect or short-sighted even 
with member checking. My own reflexivity as a researcher may not be critical enough in 
questioning assumptions or biases, especially in how it relates to my theoretical orientation 
towards a feminist point of view.  
Implications for Practitioners  
 On the surface, this study is concerned with the individual choices women make about 
their careers throughout their lives. The intensely personal narratives of participants also 
revealed critical people and policies which supported their development as student affairs 
educators. The findings revealed implications for stakeholders and practitioners in the field of 
higher education, including graduate preparatory programs, presidents and executive leadership 
at Christian colleges, and women leaders in student affairs. While not all the findings are 
generalizable, the themes reflect common experiences of women leaders everywhere. At the 
heart of the matter, it remains that too few women lead and as a result, our students and our 
institutions lose.  
Graduate Preparation Programs 
  Higher education graduate programs play a critical role in developing the field of future 
student affairs professionals. In order to retain more graduates for longer in the field, their 
influence in encouraging, challenging, and supporting women leaders cannot be underestimated. 
For faculty and internship or placement supervisors, inviting women to take on leadership tasks, 
and to reflect on their gifts in regular, structured ways becomes important to helping women 
envision their future as leaders. Men also need to engage in the conversation and reflect on the 
ways in which they support women in their development as leaders. An important consideration 
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is finding ways to incorporate content and assignments related to the imposter phenomenon in 
order that students become aware of the traits and strategies to overcome it. Creating 
opportunities for clear, focused conversations about the realities of the stages of student affairs 
leadership will also prepare graduates to understand the nuances and compromises of leadership. 
Over the course of their careers, effective vice presidents of student affairs retain a connection to 
the student experience while integrating a clear vision with a concern for the mission of the 
institution. Helping students to understand those dynamics from the beginning of their careers 
will equip them for the realities of working within institutional structures and politics. 
For preparatory programs within Christian institutions, a frank discussion about gender 
roles and expectations also becomes important. Students need the opportunity to wrestle with 
their values and their beliefs about gender roles and expectations and how these intersect with 
calling. Just as programs help students explore diversity and equity through understanding race, 
so too must Christian institutions help student reflect on their own understanding of gender 
oppression and the negative impact of androcentrism.  
Finally, it is important to note that several participants came to the field after having 
started out in another profession. Graduate preparatory programs often focus on new or recent 
college graduates rather than considering applicants with additional experience elsewhere. 
Admissions teams and departments might consider how to tap into an unexpected market of 
more experienced professionals already in positions of student affairs leadership within an 
institution.  
Presidents and Executive Leadership at Christian Colleges 
Christian colleges emphasize a holistic approach to education focused on integrating 
one’s faith with learning. This approach prepares students to lead and serve in an increasingly 
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complex world. At the same time, Christian colleges also face the harsh realities of our current 
financial and political landscape. Presidents, board of trustees, cabinet members, and other 
leaders need to consider the human resource cost and retention issue for women leaders in 
student affairs. As institutions take on more explicit commitments to diversity, the conversation 
needs to move beyond discussions of race, ethnicity and sexuality to include gender as well. Far 
too often, Christian colleges reduce conversations about equity and inclusion to being only about 
race and ethnicity. There is safety in that choice as there are no theological arguments or 
scriptural interpretations which would limit people of color from leading. However, some 
evangelical Christian traditions would argue for a biblical interpretation which limits women’s 
leadership. This interpretation leads institutions ascribe to and practice (in covert and overt ways) 
a conservative theology which views women as less than equal to men. If women in this context 
are only valued for their ability to be a mother, one could ask why Christian colleges hire women 
and graduate women students in the first place? Institutions need to make room for a variety of 
ways to be a woman and where applicable, be a wife and mother.  
In addition to expanding what it means to be a woman within this specific setting, 
institutions need to regularly identify the informal practices and policies which support women 
in their roles as mother and student affairs educator. An ongoing assessment of messaging from 
the institution and individuals should be evaluated to uncover those which discourage women 
from leadership. In a similar way, a regular review of “family first” policies and practices such as 
time off and tuition benefits should include discussion of the experience of single people and 
individuals without children to ensure there is equity in workload and expectations. One of the 
hallmarks of Christian colleges is their commitment to fostering community among staff and 
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faculty; taking a more proactive stance to ensure parity in pay and benefits for staff and 
administrators, not just faculty becomes an important strategy.  
Presidents, trustees, and cabinet all play a role in recruiting and supporting women 
leaders from new to seasoned professionals. Participants noted the positive change when more 
women led at the cabinet level, not only for their own personal sustainability but for the 
institution as a whole. Diverse views on a team leads to positive outcomes and that includes at 
the senior leadership level.  
In addition, participants also noted the significance of being at an institution that 
promoted women to all levels of leadership. As a result, they could see what was possible for 
them and participants could envision staying at the institution long-term. All too often women 
are overlooked because they are not expected to lead within the setting of Christian colleges. The 
importance of presidents and trustees in identifying and tapping women on the shoulder to lead 
becomes even more important. Often there are women in the ranks of faculty and staff who are 
primed to lead, have the gifts and skills to do so, but have not been invited or encouraged to take 
on the challenge. For individuals in a position of power and influence, being intentional about 
seeking out women for leadership roles becomes important. This type of purposeful cultivation 
of women leaders is successful when modeled by those at the top of the institution. It 
communicates that women play a critical role to the college’s success and without their input, the 
institution misses an important perspective.  
Women Leaders in Student Affairs  
 Institutions miss out when they do not invest in their women and foster their leadership.  
As noted earlier, many women face the challenge of overcoming the imposter syndrome. 
Participants in this study found ways to be their authentic selves even when challenging their 
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specific cultural context. Prayer, an active faith, reflecting and reframing challenges as 
opportunities to learn, and finding trusted confidants were strategies participants identified as 
effective to working combat imposter syndrome. For student affairs educators who are not 
religious, a regular review of one’s values and overall wellness may take the place of the role of 
prayer and faith which participants used to ground themselves in their calling.  
As women progress in their chosen area of student development, it also becomes critical 
to understand the institutional dynamics in order to advance into senior leadership roles. The 
shift from student-focused to mission-focused happens over time, while still maintaining the 
student experience at the core of one’s work. Navigating the politics and culture of an institution 
requires knowing when to use your voice and when to listen all the while building social capital 
so when given the chance to lead, you can draw on those relationships. It also becomes clear that 
the most successful women leaders balance agentic and communal ways of leading which 
affirms the work of Post et al. (2019) and Zheng et al. (2018). Effective women leaders find the 
right match between institutional culture and their leadership traits; and once in a position, tend 
to serve long tenures in their roles.  
Participants also noted the importance of mentors and sponsors of any gender who were 
honest, open, and shared their successes and failures. This confirms findings by Dahlvig (2013), 
Gardner et al. (2014) and McNair et al. (2013) which highlight mentoring as central to women’s 
long-term sustainability in the field. Without an intentional, purposeful investment of time with 
colleagues and supervisors, women face barriers which are difficult to overcome. Even more 
significant for the Christian college context is that the gender of the mentor matters less. Rather, 
it becomes more important that every professional, whatever their gender, is nurtured and 
encouraged to lead. Parkman and Beard (2008) also recommend thoughtful succession planning 
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and mentoring which allows both mentees and mentors to share failures along with successes and 
downplays perfectionism while tackling the imposter syndrome tendencies women leaders face. 
As more women lead and share their experiences, students and colleagues begin to see what is 
possible for their own lives.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 Two areas emerged as considerations for future research. As noted, much of the literature 
about women in higher education focused on women presidents, faculty or students or noted the 
historical involvement of women in student affairs.  The relatively small sample size in this study 
invites consideration for a large scale evaluation of women leaders in student affairs in the 21st 
Century. Further examination of the influence of institutional context is another area for potential 
study. How does serving a secular or non-religious institution influence women leaders in 
student affairs? Are there significant differences between types of institutions and how women 
are perceived or express their leadership? Are the communal and collaborative ways of leading 
which emerged as significant to the Christian college context found elsewhere? In addition, 
exploration of evangelicalism and its political influence on this profile of women leaders in this 
setting could be explored. Finally, further discussion and refinement of the stages of student 
affairs leadership is suggested. A testing of the stages and other demographic influences such as 
race, class, and sexuality are open for exploration along with connecting the stages with types of 
institutions.  
Conclusion 
 I began this study to explore and understand a group of women who I once aspired to be 
like: senior leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges. Along the way, I experienced a sense 
of being the outsider looking in while also feeling like one of the group. There were 
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conversations about institutions I had a familiarity with and choices of words which I knew 
carried a subtext. I found myself asking: is this really what they meant? What are the participants 
not saying? Am I reading too much into this? My original goal was to make visible that which 
had been invisible, taken for granted and assumed to be similar to the experience of women 
presidents and faculty at Christian colleges (as well as to the experience of men and other types 
of colleges). I hoped to demonstrate that women’s experience as student affairs educators at 
Christian colleges offered a unique and important perspective that needed to be uncovered for the 
field. In my exploration, I found participants’ wisdom, humor, compassion, and leadership serve 
as the backbone of many institutions. They have been hemmed in by expectations of themselves 
and of others for what it means to be a woman, a Christian and a leader. For too long, they have 
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Recruitment Script to Potential Participants and Consent Form 
Dear Participant, 
 
I hope this finds you well! I am following up on the introduction made by (insert name) 
regarding my research study on women and leadership. I would like to invite you to participate 
in a research study about women leaders in student development and their career advancement at 
Christian colleges and universities. The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of 
women student affairs leaders as they navigate and negotiate their career path within evangelical 
Christian colleges.  The study will examine how the culture of evangelical Christian colleges 
(their values and organizational dynamics) intersect with how women in student development 
roles construct their identities as leaders.  I am hoping to explore the leadership and career 
journeys of women leaders who serve as Chief Student Affairs Officers, Vice presidents of 
Student Development, Deans of Students, Directors of Career Services at Christian colleges or 
universities.    
 
Stories of women chief student affairs officers, directors of student life or deans of students will 
be analyzed to understand how their institutional setting influenced their development as a leader 
and student affairs professional. Particular emphasis will be on understanding the gender 
dynamics of the teams they lead and participate on (ex. President’s Cabinet, Division of Student 
Life, etc.). Currently, there exists a gap in the literature related to women’s career and leadership 
development in student affairs and the influence of their particular educational milieu. This study 
proposes answering the question of how women construct an identity as a leader, as a student 
affairs professional, and as a person of faith. The study involves interviews with women leaders, 
observations of their leadership in action, and review of documents which describe the 
institutional context and the women’s own leadership journey. The working title of my study is: 
Women Leaders in Student Development: Career Advancement at Christian Colleges.  
 
I am hoping you will agree to be interviewed as part of my study. Due to the coronavirus 
outbreak, I would like to conduct the interview via video link using Zoom (a video-conferencing 
system) at a location convenient to you. It would take about 1-2 hours and would be recorded 
using zoom. If possible, once the Coronavirus outbreak has passed and colleges are back to 
normal business operations, I would also like to observe you in action as a leader (either leading 
a meeting, program, etc). This would be scheduled at a date this summer or fall, if at all possible.  
Finally, I would welcome the opportunity to review key documents such as your department’s or 
institution’s organizational chart, public speeches or blog/articles you have written or other 
publicly available media. All together it would take three to four hours of your time. 
 
After the interview and observation (if applicable) are complete, you would have the opportunity 
to review the transcript and observation notes to ensure the information accurately reflects and 
describes your particular context and experience along with checking for accuracy.  
 
If you are willing to participate or have questions, I am more than happy to talk through them 
with you. I recognize this is a large time commitment. This letter contains a detailed consent 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
178 
form which describes the study along with a form asking permission to video the interview.  I 
would welcome the opportunity to learn from you and include your story in this project. If you 
are open to participating, please let me know the best way to work through the logistics for our 
interview and observation. 
 




Doctoral student, University of St. Thomas, Minneapolis, MN 
msburwell@stthomas.edu | 763-717-7406 
 
cc: attachments - Informed Consent Form and Permission to Video Form 
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Consent Form  
 
 
Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to 
be in the study.  
  
You are invited to participate in a research study about the career advancement of women leaders in student 
affairs at Christian colleges. The title of this study is Women Leaders in Student Development: Career 
Advancement at Christian Colleges. You were selected as a possible participant and are eligible to 
participate in the study because of your current role at your institution which has been identified as a 
Christian college. Information found on your college’s website along with a recommendation from [name] 
were used to identify you as a possible participant.  The following information is provided to help you make 
an informed decision whether you would like to participate or not.  
 
What will you be asked to do?  
 
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:   
 
• Participate in one in-person interview (approximately 1-2 hours) conducted via video link 
(Zoom). The interview will be recorded via Zoom (a video conferencing system).  
• Provide basic demographic data including name, educational background, race/ethnicity, marital 
status, description of institution, and theological/religious background.  
• Once colleges have re-opened to normal business and if possible, allow me to observe you in 
action as a leader during a meeting or program within your institutional context (approximately 1 
hour). The content of the program/meeting would be kept confidential and the focus of the 
observation on your leadership style. After the observation, I will review with you my 
observational notes to check for accuracy about what I observed (approximately 30 minutes). 
• If possible, provide access to blogs, online journals, speeches, written statements or other publicly 
available documents that might illuminate your role as a woman and as a leader. 
• Provide an electronic copy of your department’s and institution’s organizational chart. 
• Identify and make one introduction for another potential participant. My goal is to interview 10-
15 people for my study. Your assistance in recruiting and identifying other potential women 
leaders would be appreciated.  
Research Participation Key Information 







• Someone might recognize part of your 
story from the interview notes or 
analysis	
• Since part of the process includes an 
observation, people will know you are 
part of a study. 	
• Sharing your personal story might bring 
What you will be asked to do:  
We ask participants to provide basic demographic data, 
participate in an interview and observation (when 
possible), share relevant documents, and introduce the 
researcher to other potential participants. 
 
The time commitment is about 3-4  hours and the study 
will take place at a location convenient to you. 
 
WOMEN LEADERS IN STUDENT AFFAIRS 
 
180 
• After the interview, you will be asked to review the transcript to make any corrections and for 
clarification to the narrative.  You will have the opportunity to review the analysis (interviews, 
documents, and observations if applicable) to ensure your meaning and intent are accurately 
captured.  
• Total time commitment: 3-4 hours 
 
What are the risks of being in the study?  
 
While I hope nothing bad will happen, sometimes things happen that we do not expect that could be good 
or bad. They do not happen to everyone and I will try to do everything to make sure nothing happens. 
However, since there are only 10-12 participants in this study, there is a risk that someone who 
knows you well might recognize part of your story from the interview notes or analysis even though 
your responses will be confidential. While I will do everything in my power to keep your information 
confidential through using passwords and locks on files, there is a possibility of a data breach.  In 
addition, since part of the process includes an observation, people will know you are part of a study. It can 
also be difficult to be vulnerable about challenges you have faced as a leader. Sharing your personal story 
might bring up negative or difficult emotions. During the interview, we can stop at any time and take a 
break if needed.  The University of St Thomas Counseling Services will also make referrals to counseling 
resources as appropriate. Finally, as a researcher, I believe strongly that you as the participant control 
what and how much of your story is made available to the study. Therefore, you can stop or withdraw at 
any point in time from the study and your information will not be used.  
 
In the event that this research activity results in an injury, emergency treatment will be available. The 
University of St. Thomas is not able to offer financial compensation nor absorb the costs of medical 
treatment should you be injured as a result of participating in this research.  
 
Here is more information about why we are doing this study:  
 
This study is being conducted by Melissa Burwell, doctoral student in the Educational Leadership and 
Learning department, under the guidance of Dr. Jayne Sommers,  Assistant Professor in the Educational 
Leadership and Learning Department at the University of St. Thomas, Minneapolis, MN. This study was 
reviewed for risks and approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University of St. Thomas. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of women student affairs leaders as they navigate 
and negotiate their career path within evangelical Christian colleges.  The study will examine how the 
culture of evangelical Christian colleges (their values and organizational dynamics) intersect with how 
women in student development roles construct their identities as leaders. Stories of women chief student 
affairs officers, directors of student life or deans of students will be analyzed to understand how their 
institutional setting influenced their development as a leader and student affairs professional. Particular 
emphasis will be on understanding the gender dynamics of the teams they lead and participate on (ex. 
President’s Cabinet, Division of Student Life, etc.). Currently, there exists a gap in the literature related to 
women’s career and leadership development in student affairs and the influence of their particular 
educational milieu. This study proposes answering the question of how women construct an identity as a 
leader, as a student affairs professional, and as a person of faith. The study involves interviews with women 
leaders, observations of their leadership in action (when possible), and review of documents which describe 
the institutional context and the women’s own leadership journey.  
 
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study.  
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We believe your privacy and confidentiality is important. Here is how we will 
protect your personal information:  
 
Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study. You will determine where the 
interview and observation (if applicable) are conducted and have an opportunity to review and edit the 
transcript, observational notes, and analysis prior to the study being shared publicly. You will also have 
the opportunity to select a pseudonym for use in the results.  
 
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any reports I publish, I will not include information 
that will make it possible to identify you.  The types of records I will create include: 
• Audio and video recordings, transcripts, observation notes, and master lists of information (ex. 
your demographic information, documents you provide) and computer records. These documents 
will make-up a case-study database.  Your information will be assigned a four-digit code to keep 
the data confidential and to de-identify your information.  The original codebook will be kept 
separate from the database in a password-protected file located on a cloud-based server. 
• All information will be stored in a password-protected file on a cloud-based server. It will be 
stored for the duration of the study and destroyed once it is complete. Only my advisor and I will 
have access to information in its raw form. 
• Hand-written notes will be kept in a locked file in my home office and destroyed (shredded) once 
the study is complete. I will use the four-digit code in all handwritten documentation as well to 
mask identifying information.  
• When traveling, the consent forms and any identifying information will be kept separate from any 
handwritten notes using the password-protected case database. The voice or audio recordings of 
the interview will be transferred from my laptop or phone (which is password-protected) to the 
cloud immediately upon completion of the interview.  The recorded file will then be deleted.  The 
video or audio recording will be stored in a password-protected file on a cloud-based server and 
later transcribed. The transcribed document will be saved in a password-protected file in the 
cloud.  
 
We will keep information about you for future research about women leaders in student development at 
Christian colleges. We will only use aggregate information and will not use any identifiers in future 
research. There is no limit to the length of time we will store de-identified information, but if you choose 
to withdraw from the study your information will not be stored for future use.     
 
All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years once the study is completed. Institutional 
Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas have the right to inspect all research records for 
researcher compliance purposes.  
 
This study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw from the research 
with no penalties of any kind.  
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether to participate or not will not 
affect your current or future relations with the person who recommended you to the study or the 
University of St. Thomas. There are no penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you 
decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty. Should you decide to 
withdraw, data collected about you will be destroyed unless it is already de-identified or published and I 
can no longer delete your data. You can withdraw by emailing me at msburwell@stthomas.edu and state 
your decision to no longer participate.  You are also free to skip any questions I may ask during the 
interview and subsequent follow-up conversations during the member-checking phase.  




Who you should contact if you have a question:  
 
My name is Melissa Burwell, msburwell@stthomas.edu, 763-717-7406. You may ask any questions you 
have now and at any time during or after the research procedures. If you have questions before or after we 
meet, you may contact me at msburwell@stthomas.edu or 763-717-7406. You may also contact Dr. Jayne 
Sommers at somm2720@stthomas.edu, 651-962-4405.  
 
Information about study participant rights is available online at 
https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/. You may also contact Sarah 
Muenster-Blakley with the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-6035 or 
muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns (reference project number: #1532183-1). 
 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT: 
 
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above information. My 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction and I consent to participate in the study. I am at least 18 
years of age. I give permission to be recorded during this study and have completed the attached 
Photograph and Video Recording Consent Form as well.   
 
 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Title of Study: Women Leaders in Student Development: Career 
Advancement at Christian Colleges      
IRB Tracking #: 1532183-1 
 
Institutional Review Board 
 
Photography and Video Recording Consent Form 
 
As part of this research study, the primary investigator is requesting to take photographs or video recordings of 
your participation in their project. You have the right to deny this request, and no photographs or video 
recordings will be taken. Permission to take photographs or video recordings is completely voluntary; you 
may request that the photographs or video recording be stopped, erased, or destroyed in part or in full at any 
time. In any use of photographs or video recordings, your name will not be identified. Please indicate below the 
uses of photographs and/or video recordings to which you consent.  
 
___________ I consent to having photographs taken of my participation in this study.  
Initials 
 
___________ I consent to video recording my participation in this study.  
Initials 
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be studied by the research team for use in the  
Initials research project.  
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be used during presentations of this research 
Initials study.  
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be used in research publications.  
Initials 
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be shown at meetings of professionals interested 
Initials  in the study of women leaders in student affairs at Christian colleges.  
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be shown in classrooms to students.  
Initials 
 
__________ The photographs and/or video recording may be shown in public presentations to non-  
Initials academic groups.  
 
 
By signing this form, you, the participant, indicate that you have read the description above and give your 
consent for the use of photography or video recording as indicated above.  
 






Signature of Primary Investigator  Date  




Interview Protocol  
This study used a semi-structured interview protocol with each participant. The following 
questions were clustered around potential themes.  
 
Warm up 
• Educational background 
• How long have you been in the field? 
 
Student Development Career Trajectory 
• What was your first job in student development? 
• How did you decide to take on more leadership roles in student affairs? 
• Describe a time when there was a key decision/turning point you made in your career 
advancement. 
• How would you describe your role to others?  
 
Leadership & Gender 
• What personnel issues have you worked through as a leader? 
• What challenges and barriers did you experience on the route to success? 
• What does leadership look like for you? In what ways does your gender influence your 
leadership? 
 
Faith & institutional context 
• How does your faith influence your day to day work? Your leadership?  
• What sets your particular institution apart from other CCCU institutions? What 
influenced your decision to work at this college? 















Sample Observation Protocol and Notes 
Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes 
General question: How do women in student 
affairs/higher education talk about their 
careers in a professional networking space?  
 
Layout of meeting room: Long narrow with 
two buffet tables plus a table with coffee/tea. 
Three rows of round tables with 8-10 chairs 
each. Black tablecloths. Most tables filled 
with 4-6 people each. Maybe 300 people? 
Very high ceilings leave an overall 
impression of gray, gray, gray concrete walls.  
8:15 am Thursday morning – people gather 
around the buffet table or try to scope out a 
table to join 
Who decides to sit where and why? It is super 
random 
People move around before finding a spot or 
two. Lots of asking “is this table/seat free?” 
 
 
I sit down and join a table with two women 
who I did not know. They turned to include 
me in their conversation when I returned with 
my coffee and plate.  
They smiled at me and answered with an 
enthusiastic yes when I asked if there was a 
spot open. That felt welcoming. 
 
Then, as we sit there I realize the importance 
of what they are talking about. I decide this is 
a great venue to capture how women talk 
about what it means to lead and their careers. 
I decide to listen and observe to see where 
things go. It feels a little funny but decide it’s 
a good thing to practice. 
More women join the table until it is full. 
They are from all sorts institutions and at 
different stages in their careers. We then all 
start talking about some of the challenges of 
their field and being women. Issues of 
childcare, two-career families, long distance 
relationships, and choosing leadership or not 
come up naturally.  
Wow. That got real REALLY fast. And we’re 
strangers! I don’t think they even realized 
how honest they were about their challenges 
and the many roles they are navigating 
through.  
 
I mostly just sit and listen so I can try and 
remember both the feeling and the words they 
say.  
Someone looks at their watch. People start to 
shift in their seats and look towards the door. 
They start to share business cards and wish 
one another well for the rest of the day. We 
start to leave.  
 
The conversation ends. 
The moment is broken and you can feel their 
mood shift to being more professional. It is 
almost as if they put their game face on to “go 
back out there” – even though it is just a 
conference. I gather my things and head to the 
next session. While there, I jot down my 
thoughts and initial impressions so I don’t 
miss anything.  
 
